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ONE


Max sat glumly, staring at the bill on the table. He sighed, the sound like a leaky balloon, leaned back, and ran his fingers through his short, unkempt hair. I’m not going to be able to do this, he thought. This just isn’t working. He contemplated what to do, knowing he had to find a solution.

Out loud, he said, “It’s tough, dude. This is messed up. Am I doing something wrong?”

The concept of student loan debt had seemed simple at first, but Max had obviously underestimated the future issues he’d be facing. Now he had a rather simple problem with a simple solution, but that was easier said than fixed. He needed more money.

Even though he had graduated from college almost two years ago with a decent degree in business administration, Max still couldn’t find a better job than his starter gig. He was super overqualified for his current job…just like most of his fellow employees.

Every position out there required years of experience, and even then, job security was often uncertain. Several bills were laid out on the table, but the one causing the most stress was the student loan bill. If only I could just erase this debt and start over, he wished. Life would be so much easier.

Max had to be careful with his thoughts, though. He knew that if he dwelled on them too much, he might not be able to handle it. Besides, he’d already started over once before. This was not his first life.

It was fortunate his parents had thought he was just being imaginative when they overheard him talking about his past life as a child. Max stood up and went to his room, which was basically half of his small, old, slightly smelly apartment. He had a few possessions: a guitar, a collection of books, and his car outside in the parking lot. Back when he was eighteen years old, he had learned how to be quiet and unassuming. In his apartment building, he was hesitant to make noise. The neighbors upstairs and downstairs, who were the loudest, were also the meanest and least willing to tolerate anyone else’s noise. It was funny how that worked.

Even though Max had combat memories and skills from past lives, in this modern world ruled by Google and Walmart, standing up for himself, especially physically, would likely cause more trouble than it was worth.

He plucked a few experimental notes on the guitar and thought about his old world. His past life hadn’t always been good, but it had shaped him. In fact, there were times when his experiences made him uncomfortable…since many “fantasy” books, stories, and movies in this new world had plots similar to his first life.

The first time he’d realized this, he’d been eight years old and already reading for fun. Then his memories had all come back at once. He could remember being murdered. Max had died and been reborn. From about age nine to twelve, he had seriously wondered if he was crazy. The constant stress had occupied his thoughts of what felt like every waking moment and likely eroded his stomach lining. To finally prove to himself whether he was insane or really the soul of the Hero of Albion, he’d pursued hobbies or activities that he should already know how to do or have advantages at.

As it turned out, after trying martial arts and boxing, his old skills had come back in a way that meant he never doubted his identity ever again. The old memories made his emotions roil.

Max grimaced, but the expression softened as soft notes filled his room. His guitar produced simple but pleasing music as his fingers wandered over the strings. The instrument wasn’t exactly what he had learned to play back in Albion, but it was close enough, and it was comforting.

He glanced up at the bookshelf on the wall where he kept some of his favorite books he’d read while trying to make sense of his memories. The books had definitely helped. Even though they were considered fiction, they had helped him adjust to this world of bills, contracts, and credit. “I need a break,” he said out loud.

Just then, a meme started playing—his ringtone. He had a call from his mom. She knew that he had Monday off, actually the only day of the week that he actually had off. He figured it wasn’t worth answering, but he picked up the phone anyway.

Max had decided a long time ago not to ignore his parents or take them for granted.

The one good thing about his new life in this world had been his parents. They were simple, hard-working people who hadn’t been given a lot at birth, just like him. And they had done an admirable job with his brother and sister, too. Of course, Max, having remembered his past life at about seven or eight years old, hadn’t really required a whole lot of parenting. In fact, around that time he’d gotten really quiet.

Max had excelled in school, in part because he had such an advantage over other students, in knowledge and maturity. But he’d also been fascinated by this world. In fact, Max had found new skill and satisfaction in several things he’d tried. The problem was that his only real consistent motivation in life was a nebulous desire to have…more. With more money, more resources, he could help his parents out and not have to constantly worry about bills anymore. So far, that effort had not been going very well.

It seemed that everything he was truly exemplary at either didn’t make money right off the bat or would be too weird or suspicious if he got famous with it. There was also always a low-lying fear that others from Albion had also reincarnated to earth. He’d had many friends in his past life but also plenty of enemies. And if he ever discovered that his murderers on Albion lived right down the street now…

Maybe I should have gone to medical school instead, he thought. But then he imagined an even larger mountain of student loan debt and shuddered.

Not for the first time, he felt a certain amount of self-loathing. The fact was he’d tried to keep his debt lower by going with a safe, widely applicable bachelor degree, thinking that he’d get a decent job immediately. Unfortunately, things in general just kept getting harder. There were no mana monsters in this world, but any fight took courage. Struggling from the bottom was always a battle.

He just wished he’d understood how hard this world could be a little earlier.

Max thought about the pieces of paper on his kitchen table in the next room. He shook his head as he considered the rent, the gas he needed to get to work, the meager food he ate, a cushion for discretionary spending, his internet and phone bills—which were all but required in this world—and the tiny bit he tried to squirrel away. He also saved a small amount every month in a different account to help his parents in case they needed something.

When his mom had gotten sick his first year of college, he’d helped her a lot.

Now he was completely tapped out. That meant that at the rate he was going, paying off his student loan would take about forever. He frowned. Maybe actually forever if I only pay the minimum owed and the damn interest keeps beating me up. For someone who had lived two hundred years in a past life and achieved the highest heights of power, prestige, and wealth, the last twenty years on Earth had been a very humbling experience.

Maybe I should go back to school, he thought. Even more debt. Yay.

He kept thinking about all these things while talking to his mom. When he’d first picked up the phone, she hadn’t had anything specific to talk about. She just wanted to see how he was doing, as usual. Now that he was living a couple of hours away, he didn’t get to see his parents as often as he used to. But when they called, the same recurring questions got the same answers.

Yes, he was doing okay. No, he didn’t have a girlfriend. Yes, he could pay all the bills. No, he hadn’t heard from his siblings, either; they had their own lives. Yes, he still talked to his dad, who had divorced from his mom during high school or college and now lived in a different state.

His parents were not perfect people, but he loved them. His supernaturally advanced maturity allowed him to understand why they’d done what they’d done and recognized their love and overall decency.

Despite his memories of riches on Albion, one thing he’d never had was a family who loved him. He felt grateful that now he knew what that felt like.

And he knew that even though he didn’t get much out of these regular check-up phone calls from his mom, they helped her. So he put up with it in a way that he knew his siblings couldn’t quite do. It was kind of ironic but probably fitting that after his parents had split up, he ended up being both of their best friends. His secret desire that one day they could work out their problems and get back together was less a perspective of a son and more of a mildly irritated, logical friend.

The conversation with his mom didn’t last long because, despite his emotional control, his current situation was frustrating enough that some of it could end up seeping through his tone. Max didn’t want to worry his mom. She had enough on her plate.

Max knew he had to make a plan in order to feel better about his problems. So after hanging up, he forced himself to get up and go back to his kitchen and stare at his bills. He had a job selling phones, which he’d gotten through a temp agency. Ironically, he made more since he’d gotten the gig through the temp agency than he would have if he’d been hired directly. He was obligated to keep that fact a secret from his coworkers via contract.

Scummy.

But even though he had the risk of losing his job at any time and had no real advancement opportunities with this gig, it still paid better than many of the other “starter” jobs in his area. Of course, he wasn’t getting any help from his family, either, but lots of people didn’t. And he was still twenty-one. None of this would be quite as big of a deal if not…

…If not for the damned student loans.

At least he didn’t have to worry about his health. That was one advantage he had over his coworkers.

Even though this world didn’t have real mana, and Max wasn’t able to reclaim any of his power or abilities from his last life, there was still enough low-lying energy in the atmosphere to keep himself healthy and continuously nourish his body, to heal himself. It wasn’t enough to build a real first star-mana body until he was like fifty, but he felt grateful even for that. Most people in this world didn’t have anything like it—skills and knowledge. And it was a huge advantage that Max didn’t really need to worry about his hospital bills.

Not for the first time, he wished there was a way for him to teach this world’s people how to keep themselves healthy, but it was impossible. Without real mana being in the atmosphere or the earth, there was no way to teach people how to feel mana, much less how to use it. The fact that he could do anything he was able to do was because he had been a master in mana arts.

Max busied himself around the kitchen, trying to figure out a solution to his problem. His face soured as he realized that he wasn’t actually doing much thinking anymore. Now he was just cursing fate and student loans.

Ultimately, he had basically already made up his mind that, for the time being, he needed another job or some other gig. The problem was that even though he’d grown up in this world, he still wasn’t particularly great at technology. Max had to admit he didn’t have a knack for it. Some of his friends could make money by selling things on social media, or they created their own shop where they would make, trade, or sell things. But that just wasn’t something Max was any good at or felt he could do long-term.

No use crying. Time to brainstorm.

Max got a notebook from his kitchen’s junk drawer, which everyone in this world seemed to have. He opened it up to a fresh page, tapped the pencil against his forehead, and tried to think about what he was good at. Ironically, commerce, in general, was something he had quite a bit of knowledge of, so it was one of the reasons why he’d decided to try working his way into a corporate workplace. If he had the capital, he was sure he could build an empire.

Getting that capital was the problem since his family had no assets, he had no assets, and nobody in his entire family had good credit. Right now, he was just a fresh college graduate with an entry-level job and a mountain of debt. He needed to acquire some sort of backing to get going. And despite his wealth of knowledge, explaining how he had come by any of it was hard enough, but finding anybody who would trust him with any sort of resources was the real challenge.

Ultimately, his list of skills that might even somewhat be applicable in this world came down to one thing and one thing only: fighting. He looked at the word he had written down “fighting” and underlined it several times. He didn’t have much of a plan, but a glimmer of an idea came to mind. Maybe, just maybe, he could make it work. He wrote down his schedule in the notebook and identified a few times a week when he would have extra time to squeeze out. It wasn’t a lot, but he thought maybe it would do.

Then he looked through his out-of-date phonebook and did an internet search for local martial arts dojos. He had a nebulous idea now of striking up some sort of business relationship with one of the local martial studio owners, and maybe being an assistant instructor or something. But now he needed a more refined plan on how to actually make this happen.

He tapped the pencil against his lip and wondered how he could get them to think he was worth their time. Slowly and with a heavy heart, he wrote “LIE” in his notebook and circled it.

After doing a few more internet searches, he figured out what the fabricated story would be. He would tell whoever he dealt with about his martial arts skills, but he’d need a name and an origin. But…nobody would be able to recognize his techniques, so he could call it whatever he wanted. His skills were real; the name wouldn’t be. Then he stopped himself. If nobody would recognize his martial art or the name, why not call it what it actually was? That made him smile.

He stopped doing internet searches for an elaborate lie and resigned himself to just tell the truth, at least the name of his style. But Albion-do was going to be from Myanmar or something.

Max grabbed his backpack and left his apartment. He had a new mission now, and he was hopeful this might turn into a side hustle that would help his parents within the next ten years. If his past life had taught him one thing: that time and life were both precious. Max locked the apartment door behind him and actually hummed a tune. It felt nice to have a mission, but he was under no delusions here. This was a long shot.


TWO


Max decided to start with the martial arts studio that was farthest away from where he lived. He figured that the way the universe worked, if he was going to find any success, it would be with the farthest, least convenient location. When he got into his car and started it up, he stared at the dash for a while, trying to fight a sudden wave of depression. He thought he’d had a half tank of gas, but it was actually only a quarter full. Gas and food prices just kept going up, which meant the amount of money he could put on his student loans was decreasing.

Shit.

Recentering himself, he murmured, “Future Sight, Future Focused. Don’t spend too much time on the past.” This had been his mantra for the last ten years, basically after accepting his past life and moving on with the present. Saying it out loud actually made him feel better. And he rolled his car out of his apartment parking lot with a newly confirmed sense of purpose.

Driving gave him extra time to put energy into thinking more positively. He’d been called the hero, the savior of Albion, and had faced down demons whose mere presence could break the minds of lesser warriors. It couldn’t be that hard to get a part-time job, could it?

The decision had already been made.

He wasn’t too proud to get another regular job, maybe something close by with low hourly wages, but he was really hoping to do something that would at least stimulate his brain a bit or maybe help him meet new people. It’d be nice to know more local people.

Over the last few years, he’d tried joining clubs, taking classes, and even working at an ice cream parlor. But none of them had resulted in anything more than friendly acquaintances. College hadn’t been great for meeting people, at least not for Max. All of the actual friends he’d made in high school had moved away. Being broke was bad enough, but being broke and lonely was even worse.

Max was way too busy for a girlfriend, at least if he wanted to treat her right. And he was too wise now to try half-assing a relationship.

As he drove, Max admitted this to himself for the first time and hoped that in the next few weeks he could kill at least two birds with one stone. Now that he’d identified the problem, it was time to solve it. After all, after admitting there was a problem, not solving it was a form of acceptance. He refused to wallow in his own bad luck.

In fact, despite being born into poverty twice in two lifetimes, this time around he’d definitely been much better off. At least he’d had a real family.

The first martial arts studio was a Brazilian jiujitsu place, and the big man up front was pleasant but a little distant. After Max introduced himself and described what he was there for, the man’s veneer of interest crumbled quickly. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but we already have instructors at this facility.”

Max frowned and in his most persuasive tone of voice said, “There’s no way I can change your mind? I mean, I’d even be willing to work on the basis that the house gets a certain percentage of what I make and I just use the facilities while nobody else is here. Like…it doesn’t seem like anybody else is here right now.” He pointed to the empty space behind the man in the gi, which was conspicuously empty.

The worn mats were clean and didn’t even seem to have any dimples in them that might speak to recent use. Now that Max thought about it, the dojo itself was in a rather poor part of town in a shopping mall with two vacant stores. Maybe this place wasn’t doing so well lately and they just weren’t willing to take on any risk or deal with anybody new.

As the man at the counter began giving another series of polite refusals, Max interrupted, “Look, this place looks like it could use some more patrons, and I’m pretty sure I could bring some in. So if there’s any extra time, it wouldn’t cost your dojo anything. Are you the owner?”

The man cautiously held out his hand and said, “My name is Ethan. I’m the owner’s brother and one of the head instructors here.”

“Okay, Ethan. Again, I’m Max. How about this? How about you think about it, talk to your brother, and I’ll come back or give you a call? And I’m telling you, there’s no risk to you. I’ll bring my own clients.” He thought quickly. “And I will even give you a demonstration of the martial arts I know.”

“We actually never did discuss that,” said Ethan. “I had just assumed you were a jiujitsu practitioner since this is a jiujitsu dojo. Did you want to teach something else?”

“Well, I do know some of that,” said Max. “But to be honest, my focus is on weapons.”

“What kind of weapons?” asked Ethan.

“Swords, spears, staves, that sort of thing.” He remembered the research he did online. “What I do is pretty much mostly WMA, Western martial arts, like stuff based on European medieval martial arts but also mixed martial arts from Korea, Japan, etcetera. The actual art I practice is Albion Western Wind Style.”

Ethan gave Max a highly skeptical look. “Okay,” he said slowly. “All right, let us think about it.”

“Fair enough,” said Max. “Can I take a business card?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

Max nodded and grabbed a business card off the counter from its utilitarian holder, then did an about-face before walking out the door, shoulders square. He was about ninety-nine percent sure that conversation had gone nowhere. Okay, let’s try the next place, he thought.

He sighed.

Max was young-looking for his age to begin with and had even graduated college at twenty-one years old. He knew that his age and looks weren’t going to help in his martial arts instructor quest. Even introducing himself as a college graduate probably wouldn’t help. Martial artists were taken more seriously if they were grizzled and older. In this space, nobody gave a crap about anyone’s formal education outside of martial arts. His build might be working against him, too.

Although he knew for a fact that he was objectively stronger than the average man on this world due to his tedious efforts with mana, the way he was building strength didn’t add any bulk. Max hadn’t been to a gym since high school. So for somebody claiming to know martial arts well enough to teach, he didn’t look old enough or fit enough to really look the part. It was going to be a tough sell for sure.

The next two places he planned to visit were both generic MMA-style dojos, the kind that cast a wide net, claiming to be a mash-up of all the best parts of like seven martial arts. Max thought that they both were more likely to actually accept somebody like him with no real certifications. Ed’s Dojo was the name of the second location he went to. As soon as he stepped inside, he knew it was probably going to be a bust. Oh, it’s one of these places, he thought.

Inside, there were no racks of weapons and groups of hopeful noobs or aggressive, muscular-looking people one might imagine. Instead there was just a line of kids in white gis in brightly colored belts awkwardly doing basic punches at the air. Beaming suburban parents sat in chairs, making comments about little Tyler or Jeffrey being so focused lately.

This is a belt mill, thought Max. No, this is a parent’s 4-H show for their six-to-ten-year-old. Focus, Max, focus. Can’t be too proud to teach at a place like this.

But even though he said this to himself, he was also revising the things that he would teach. After all, quite a bit of what Max knew was not appropriate to be teaching eight-year-olds. Self-defense was all fine and good, but teaching a child how to kill didn’t sit right with him unless times were different. And despite how difficult it was to have a good life on this world called Earth, where he lived, it largely was fairly peaceful. That line of thought made him wonder if a contingency plan might be teaching some rich people’s sons or daughters serious martial arts, like as a tutor. But that didn’t sit right with him, either, for several reasons.

He walked up to the counter, began his spiel, and got shot down in no time flat. This time, Max didn’t even bother upping the ante or giving a new sales pitch. This was not a place where people actually learned martial arts; it was for parents who thought their kids looked cute in a gi. Max respected any parents who truly wanted to help their children learn self-defense, but this was not that sort of place. It was a photo op with monthly payments. He left and didn’t feel particularly disappointed about how this lead had turned out.

Before he got in his car, he went to the nearby grocery store and checked the very back where they would sometimes put discount food. Usually, deals like this would be offered right before an item was supposed to expire or sometimes even the day after.

“Score,” said Max. Today there were some pastries out that were marked fifty percent off.

Even though he had struck out at the first two martial arts schools he had visited, finding discount food like this barely made the trip worth the gas. He picked up one box of pastries to eat and cleared out the rest of them to take home, too. After all, even though he wasn’t going to eat them right away, throwing a pastry in the freezer meant that it would last for months. Of course, after visiting some of his friends, he knew that it wasn’t really viable for normal people who actually had things in their freezer. Max, on the other hand, had plenty of room, empty shelves, even. Discount pastries were a go.

He got in his car, the best sensible, bang-for-his-buck used car he had been able to afford in his second year of college, and drove to the last potential new workplace on his list. It was in kind of a weird place in the city. The first two places had been right between the city and the suburbs, which was where most martial arts dojos usually seemed to exist in the United States. But this last place was downtown, in a relatively unmarked building. Max had to drive around the block a few times looking for a place to park and eventually sighed in resignation before using a parking garage.

According to the sign, if he parked for less than an hour, it wouldn’t be too bad. But it still galled him that he would have to basically pay the price for a gallon of gas just to park for a few minutes. It already put him in a bad mood.

He recentered himself with a reminder that it could be worse. After all, at least he didn’t have to pay to park just to work every day like some of the poor bastards in this area.

To prepare for his job search quest, he had dressed in some fairly athletic clothing: a t-shirt, gym pants, and comfortable shoes. So as he walked to the front of the building, which ended up being much larger than he had originally assumed, he fit right in with two other guys that were entering at the same time.

They all cordially nodded to each other, a slight uplift of the chin, universal guy language. That was one thing, thankfully, that Max hadn’t had to learn or relearn from his past life. It seemed that subtle non-verbal communication between men might be the same on every world and every universe, at least among humans.

Once inside the building, Max’s eyebrows raised. He couldn’t see most of the facilities, but what he saw made him vastly recalibrate his expectations. This place has money, he thought, serious money. Not only was this location a martial arts facility, it seemed to also have a full modern gym. The interior was either granite or faux granite. Max could have figured it out if he cared, but he didn’t. Either option was far ritzier than any other martial arts dojo he had ever seen.

The person behind the counter, a big burly man with no neck, wore a uniform. His shirt said “Tom.” Another uniformed employee was inside the gym cleaning a piece of equipment. Max couldn’t see into the dojo area; there were double-sided mirrors blocking his sight. He waited for the customers who came in with him to check in and go their own way before approaching the counter. Then the uniformed man, Tom, looked up, cocked an eyebrow at him, and said nothing.

Without missing a beat, Max gave his spiel for the third time that day. Tom, if that was his real name, listened impassively, never blinking. He didn’t say anything for another few seconds after Max was done talking, but then he smiled. Max took that as a good sign. Everyone else had frowned at him today.

“So your name is Max, huh?” said Tom.

“That’s right, and I’m assuming your name is Tom, right?” said Max. He pointed at the other man’s shirt.

“Yep,” Tom said. “Wait here a minute. Let me go talk to my manager and we’ll see if we can figure something out.”

“Okay, great!” said Max. He was surprised but wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. After all, this was progressing far faster than he could have imagined, and he felt a momentary sense of elation. If he could go home today knowing that he had another income stream, he would feel so much better.

He had to wait for almost ten minutes before Tom came back. In the meantime, another employee, this one’s name was “Subin,” took position at the front desk and gave Max a polite but disinterested nod. When Tom finally came back, he said, “Okay, Max, here’s the deal. In order to teach here, you have to prove that you have what it takes.”

“You mean show you my martial arts?” asked Max.

“Yeah. So we don’t usually let non-members into the dojo area, but we’re going to make an exception. I’m sure you understand the legalities and insurance and whatnot. So I need you to fill this out.” He handed over a clipboard with what looked like a book’s worth of paper on top.

“What is this?” asked Max.

“Oh, just waivers, liability forms, stuff like that. Saying that if you slip and fall, we’re not going to have to pay your medical bills, that sort of thing.” Tom smiled. But this time, Max was getting a prickly feeling in the back of his neck. Even without the premonitions, a few things hadn’t quite added up, but he still mentally shrugged and started going through the paperwork.

Tom was trying to hide it but gave telltale signs of being annoyed when Max actually read the forms before signing them. It all really was what Tom had said, if a bit heavy-handed. Basically, the forms stated that if Max got hurt on the facilities, it was no one’s fault but his own, and Imperial MMA, the name of the dojo, would not be held responsible. What was also interesting was a portion that outlined how all spars basically had the same overall rules that Max was signing off on. In fact, the lack of accountability went for all parties in any spar. Before Max saw that, he was thinking about not signing and walking out but then decided it worked in his favor after all.

When he finished signing everything, Tom looked it over before nodding. He turned as if to lead Max away, but Max held out a hand and apologetically said, “Excuse me, could I get a copy of that after you sign it?”

“I don’t usually need to give out a copy,” said Tom with a hint of annoyance.

“Yeah, but I’d like one anyway. If you can’t sign, I’d like a fully executed copy after whoever can sign does.”

The man barely caught himself from rolling his eyes.

The cracks are starting to show, huh? Max thought. But he waited patiently while Tom signed everything on his end, threw the sheets of paper into the copy machine behind the desk, and rattled off a copy for Max. When he handed it over, Max muttered his thanks, folded it up, and shoved the paperwork down the back of his pants.

“Okay, this way,” said Tom and headed toward the mirrored doors.


THREE


Max followed along, wondering what was going to happen. If everybody involved continued to be polite and play nice, so would he. But he’d lived a long time and even without his current financial worries had a very short tolerance for nonsense. For Imperial Dojo’s sake, he hoped they were bringing him inside for kind and honorable reasons.

The dojo itself was the nicest that Max had ever seen on Earth. There were another double set of doors after the first before entering one large central room, four open rooms off of it. All the auxiliary rooms were for different things, with different equipment. One of the four side rooms had weapons on three walls and was large enough for anybody to practice with the weapons. There was probably room for three people with spears to do forms.

Overhead lighting was artfully clear and consistent. The back wall had an office and a door leading to the men’s and women’s bathroom and presumably showers.

At least three boxing rings were spaced around the dojo, maybe more. Cushions in strategic places suggested there was a way to add poles and ropes in the middle of the floor to create an official-sized boxing ring.

Everything was clean; there were even flush TV screens in some of the walls. Two screens were being used as Max walked in. At one, a student was practicing a weapons form while watching video instruction. The other was being used by two students watching a replay of a slow spar they’d just done.

Wow, thought Max. I don’t even want to think about what a place like this costs per month.

As soon as Max walked in the door, everyone’s heads snapped up. He counted thirteen other people in the dojo. And the facilities were large enough that it still seemed empty. There were eleven men and two women, and they all looked tough as nails. All of the men were of various builds and ages, but they all had a certain aura that Max was familiar with. Despite that, he kept holding onto hope that everybody here was going to be cool.

A man walked over, smiled at Tom and Max, and then asked, “Your name’s Max, right?”

“Uh-huh.” Max nodded. “I was hoping I could get a part-time job teaching here.”

“Nice,” said the man. “My name is Larry. Larry Elmore. I’m the owner and manager of the dojo area of Imperial Gym.”

Max said, “Cool. So…Imperial Dojo?” He couldn’t remember the exact name of the place after his quick internet search and just assumed that the martial arts area would have a separate name from the gym. And since it was close to another business he knew about, he hadn’t needed to plug the name into his phone for directions, either. He’d only skimmed the name back in his apartment.

Larry laughed like Max had just made the funniest joke in the world. But he kept his face blank. The situation felt really awkward, and he wasn’t getting great vibes.

“So we might be able to work something out with you,” said Larry. “But we have a reputation to uphold.”

Embarrassingly late, Max realized how he’d messed up. After all, this was a job interview of sorts, and walking into a job interview without knowing anything about where he supposedly wanted to work—like its name—was never a good look. He schooled his expression but noticed when Larry’s eyes tightened.

“So that was a good question,” said Larry.

No, it wasn’t, he thought.

Larry continued, “It seems like MMA studios are springing up like weeds lately. You know what MMA stands for, right?”

“Mixed martial arts,” Max said, knowing that it was kind of an insulting question but feeling like he might have deserved a little bit for the one he just asked.

Larry nodded like a passive-aggressive insult hadn’t just been delivered and said, “That’s right. It’s really trendy for any school these days to call themselves mixed martial arts and throw a few random things together and tell students that they’re the next best thing since sliced bread. After all, every martial art in the world was all highly segregated or geographically separated, and merely combining your peanut butter and your jelly makes for a better combo, right?” His tone was obviously sarcastic.

Max nodded.

“And we all know there is some truth to that, but at the same time, even though peanut butter and jelly is a good combo, peanut butter and mustard probably isn’t. It takes a high degree of mastery of multiple martial arts to truly know what works well together. And on top of that, we have plenty of combative sports now that have proven how effective or ineffective some martial arts can be in the real world. However, at Imperial, we approach all this from the philosophy that there are two types of MMA. There’s the MMA that people watch on TV, the kind with rules. And then there’s the MMA for actual self-defense where your goal is to incapacitate your opponent by any means necessary.”

Max nodded again, feeling a mix of emotions. He could see where this was going, and it aligned with his own beliefs. In fact, if he had continued his sales pitch from earlier, he honestly might have said something similar. However, Max didn’t think Larry’s perspective on real-world combatives was quite the same as his, considering Max had fought and killed hand-to-hand for centuries.

Larry said, “Our dojo has extremely high standards and a first-class reputation. We do get occasional people like yourself who would like to teach here, not only because they can make money, but also for the prestige.”

“Uh-huh,” Max replied. Even though what Larry was saying hadn’t occurred to Max before, as soon as the words were out the other man’s mouth, he knew it probably wasn’t a lie. This was a very ritzy facility, and based on some of the customers he’d seen on the gym side, there was definitely an affluent group of people who came here. He didn’t understand it himself, but there were always people out there who wanted to try and rub shoulders with the rich, as if they thought money was contagious or something.

“So here’s the deal,” said Larry, smiling in a way that didn’t seem so friendly. Max noticed that some of the others in the gym or dojo had moved closer to hear the conversation. “How about this? You put on pads and spar with us. We see how you do, and if you impress us, you can teach. But if you lose, maybe you can become a member here.” He grinned. “That seems fair, huh?”

Max scratched his nose and gave him a blank expression. Now that the gig was up, he realized that his suspicion hadn’t been too far off the mark. Although Larry was doing a good job appearing friendly, a glance around at the others in the dojo showed him the truth. He saw ugly expectation and disdain. He didn’t know if it was for him personally or if it was true that there were others who had tried to come and teach before. Probably the latter. But he could imagine what some of the students watching were thinking.

Here he was, some arrogant stranger with an average body, popping up out of nowhere, barging in during business hours, asking to teach at their prestigious, expensive facility. From that perspective, their less-than-friendly attitudes made sense.

A side of himself that Max didn’t love—an ugly side, but one that had served him well over his life—began to growl at the back of his mind. At this point, he should just leave. Ultimately, all of this was fairly petty, but he had nothing else to do, and it might not hurt to blow off some steam.

Max smiled like he was clueless and agreed.

Only a few minutes later, he walked out of the locker room attached to the men’s restroom and surveyed how the center room was laid out now. He had half expected there to be a boxing ring set up, but there wasn’t. Instead, everybody who had been in the dojo before was standing in the four open rooms off the main room to watch but be out of the way. In the middle of the main room was one of the guys Max had seen before who had been watching footage of a previous spar.

He was a big guy, probably two hundred fifty pounds of muscle, and he grinned at Max. The grin was friendly; the eyes were predatory.

Max had taken his time stretching in the locker room, asking himself how he wanted to play this. None of the people in this dojo had been actually evil so far. After all, they’d even supplied him with a cup and some extra padding if he’d wanted to use it. Max still didn’t know exactly how all of this was going to play out. But he definitely hadn’t signed up for this little exhibition to be somebody else’s punching bag.

He’d come out of the locker room with head padding, a mouth guard, and some basic martial arts grappling gloves. After scanning the room, he noticed that his opponent was basically outfitted the same exact way. Max walked up to the center, and Larry stood to one side. The dojo manager said, “You’re brave, Max. I’ll give you that. I know it can’t be easy to walk into a dojo like this and challenge it.”

Max spit his mouth guard into his hand and said, “Challenge it?”

“Of course,” said Larry. “Isn’t that what you’re doing? If you walk in here asking to teach, that means that you think you’re at least as good as the instructors here, if not better.”

He almost said something gracious, but then that inner snarling beast in the back of his brain made him reconsider. So all he responded with was, “That’s right.”

A few of the students around him muttered. But Larry didn’t bat an eye, just smiled widely again. “Well, let me introduce you to Jefferson here.” He pointed at the big looming man with gloves on. “Jefferson is an assistant instructor at Imperial. And even though he isn’t one of the best at our dojo, he’s still more than good enough to teach here.”

Jefferson nodded with a stony face and a frown like he was at a weigh-in at a pay-per-view match.

“Cool. My name is Max.” He gave the introduction with an absolute deadpan tone and felt gratified when one of the students began to chuckle before getting elbowed in the gut by one of the other students.

“Fair enough,” said Larry with another one of his fake smiles. “So the rules are simple. There are no rules. Do your best not to cause lasting harm, and Jefferson will, too. Don’t be afraid to tap out if things get scary, or hairy, or painful. But other than that, this is going to be by our combat MMA rules, which is…” he said and held up a hand.

“There are no rules!” chorused all of the surrounding students.

Max thought about all the paperwork he’d signed before and the rolled-up copy he had in the back of his pants. He saw sly smirks among some of the students.

“Do you agree to this?” asked Larry. “You can always quit now if you’re scared or have any regrets.”

After making a show of thinking it over, Max snapped his fingers and said, “Sure, sounds fun.”

“All right.” Larry moved into one of the four rooms, and the others backed up as well. “Begin whenever you’re ready. Go ahead and touch gloves.”

Max shrugged and walked over to Jefferson, who had his glove up, giving him a light tap. A split second later, the man took a heavy step forward and delivered a savage kick aimed at the side of the leg. He decided to give the man the benefit of the doubt and assume the strike wasn’t actually intended for his knee. But with such a powerful kick from a big man, it could still cause serious damage to someone untrained.

Sometimes, intention mattered a lot. The same things holding Max back from easily getting a teaching job in martial arts also provided context for this first exchange. He had no doubt that after Jefferson’s kick, he was planning a cross to the chin with all his weight behind it to knock Max out.

In the locker room, when he had been trying to decide how he wanted to play this, he’d wondered if he should spar more like people on this world did, or drag it out, or if he should be serious. Max already definitely decided not to be serious because that would have ended up with a dead opponent and lots more problems in his life that he just didn’t need. Not only that, it wasn’t worth killing somebody just for some hurt pride or petty gaff.

Ultimately, he’d decided to go easy if his sparring partner was polite and not trying to go too hard. But if his opponent used strikes or power that could really hurt a normal person—which these people obviously thought he was—he was going to react by fighting a bit unconventionally. He’d respond in a way that not many people, if anybody else on this world, even could.

With the skill of over one hundred years of experience, Max dipped down, moved his weight forward, and caught Jefferson’s shin directly on his knee. Instead of a clean kick to the side of the leg that the other man had been expecting, all of his force was concentrated on the one bony spot on Max’s knee. The people watching might assume that Max had fared even worse. Blocking a kick like that with a knee was a great way to wind up in the hospital. Except Max’s stats were different. His body was strengthened with mana, which not only made him stronger but also more durable.

Jefferson grunted in pain and fell back, studying Max. The man was obviously hurting. Meanwhile, Max felt right as rain. But he decided not to move. In fact, he didn’t even drop into any kind of ready stance. He just stood there.

Max could tell Jefferson wasn’t quite sure what to do or what to make of what had just happened. By all accounts, Max should have been in more pain than Jefferson right now. Eventually, maybe because of the weighty looks of his fellow students, the big man moved in, trying to set up a simple combo on Max. One, two, three punches in lightning-quick succession: his gut, head, and one last elbow at his jaw or temple area.

How rude, he thought. It was the last strike that actually pissed him off and made him decide to truly stop playing nice.

If that blow had connected and he was a normal person, he absolutely could have wound up in the hospital, maybe even worse. Whether intentional or not, this spar had moved past being a little mean into overkill. He didn’t know if Jefferson actually meant to do that. It could be that he trained so often a certain way, when he got stressed, he just defaulted to more serious, dangerous martial arts. Max saw the other man’s eyes widen a little bit even as he threw the strike, so there might have been some truth to this theory. But what was done was done.

Max blocked all three strikes easily, the last one by raising his left hand up over his head and letting Jefferson’s elbow strike his arm. Then he counterattacked.

The two of them were extremely close, so he stepped on his opponent’s leg above his ankle, directing force from behind. He didn’t hear a snap, but he wasn’t trying to break the bone. Jefferson’s leg buckled as he intended it to. Then with explosive power, he rotated and planted a blow right on the sweet spot of the jaw, using his fist as a hammer.

Jefferson was out cold before he hit the mat.

Silence fell in the dojo. The spell was broken when one student ran to the unconscious Jefferson and another angrily stomped toward Max. At this point, his irritation was actually still pretty high, so he looked dead at the big, angry guy approaching him and said, “This was a spar. Chill out.”

“Ken, that’s enough,” said Larry. He made a gesture at the advancing man who stopped but didn’t retreat. Ken continued to glare daggers at Max.

Thankfully, Jefferson was starting to wake up, but he was definitely not ready to stand on his own. His friend helped pick him up, and Jefferson winced as he tried to put weight on his ankle. Another student examined Jefferson’s leg and ankle and sighed in relief.

“It’s not broken, Sifu,” the student said to Larry.

Larry nodded and gave Max a considering look. “Some might say that was a surprise attack or a sucker shot,” he said.

“If ‘some’ might say that, then those some would be completely full of shit,” Max said. “How the hell can there be a surprise attack or even a cheap shot in an ‘anything goes’ spar?” Now that what was done was done, he didn’t see much more value in pretending to be humble. “If he hadn’t thrown that last elbow, I wouldn’t have dropped him like that,” he said.

Now, some of the other students were muttering. He could see three of them near the first guy who had started forward, and they were developing that creepy aura people got sometimes before they became a mob. He wasn’t particularly worried. He figured that his confidence more than anything else was holding them off and pissing off Larry. The man definitely meant what he said about his dojo’s reputation. Or at least that was his perception of it.

Larry said, “You seem to truly have some skill, Max. Respect.” He turned. “Right? Right, everyone?” He ran his eyes over the surrounding students. “Respect, right?”

“Respect,” they muttered. The handful who looked like they wanted to jump him only moved their lips, though.

Larry smiled again, and now Max knew better than to trust it. He said, “Tell you what, Max, how about double or nothing?”

“What do you mean?” Max asked.

“How about this: you’ve already won your first spar fair and square. We all admit it, right?” The surrounding students reluctantly nodded, at least most of them. “But we can make it more interesting. How about…you already have the right to teach here, but…what if…we have another deal? You lose, you become a student, just like I mentioned before. But for at least a year. And have you ever… Actually, wait. It looks like you’re younger than twenty-five, right?”

After Max nodded, Larry continued, “You could be a very interesting participant in local MMA tournaments fighting for us. In some of them, young ages draw interest, too. But if you win this spar, we’ll give you one thousand dollars today.”

Bastard, thought Max. Asshole obviously thinks I can’t win, and he knows I need money. Out loud, he said, “So if I lose, I need to fight for you and be your student. And if I win, I get some cash?”

“Exactly.”

Max crossed his arms. “Show me the cash first. But I’m interested.”
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Tom came back later with a handful of hundred-dollar bills and another six people in tow. Apparently, word was spreading of Max’s challenge. The newcomers wordlessly filed into the four side rooms to watch. Larry held up the money that Tom had handed him. “One thousand dollars right here.”

“So who will I be fighting?” Max asked. Inside, he knew that there was no way Larry would personally fight. There was too much at risk. If Max beat him, then this dojo would crumble or at least take a huge reputation hit. After all, as long as he didn’t fight Max, there was still plausible deniability. He and his students could say whatever they wanted. They could all say that Max was quaking in his boots and would have run away if Larry challenged him.

It turned out Max was right.

“You’ll be fighting Brian, one of my three administrative students,” Larry said and pointed at the other man with sparring equipment on. This was the man who had been working with Jefferson when Max first walked in.

Brian wasn’t as big as Jefferson, but Max could immediately tell he was more dangerous. More skilled, maybe had less to prove. The way he walked was panther-like, graceful, and he was in fantastic shape. He had the look of a guy who had served in the military until he decided it wasn’t hardcore enough for him and then worked as a mercenary overseas for a while, making six figures a year to kill people for money. The dude had a very serious vibe to him.

Larry spread his hands. “Now, you can still choose to concede or even walk away if you want, Max,” he said. “But if you do, all of our previous bets are null and void. I think that’s reasonable, right?”

Max gave Larry a crooked smile. “Definitely reasonable, but not necessary. I’m ready whenever.”

“Okay, same rules as before,” said Larry. “Once you touch gloves, it’s all you guys.”

Everybody backed up except for Max and Brian. He eyed the man again. They didn’t touch gloves right away, just studied each other. And he could see surprise and growing awareness in Brian’s eyes. He seemed to be realizing something about Max that he might not have expected. After all, sometimes killers could recognize each other. In spite of the earlier spar, Max could tell that Brian hadn’t been taking him seriously after the man’s posture changed. It was a subtle thing, but he noticed and recognized it. Now they were both serious.

Max walked forward and held out a glove just like Jefferson had before. Brian moved up, tapped his gloves, and backed up a full step. All around us, the students watched with rapt attention. A few frowned in confusion over Brian not immediately moving in for the kill. Most, if not all of them, doubtlessly hoped Max would get a bone broken or at least a face full of blood. He didn’t entirely blame them.

But Brian was a real fighter. This wasn’t someone he could take lightly. Max could tell Jefferson had been pretty good but had lacked much real-world experience. He was a big, well-trained man and probably hadn’t encountered very many people in his entire life who he couldn’t overpower only just with his physicality, much less martial arts. That might have been one reason why he’d been sparring with Brian in the first place. Without a training opponent who was better, it was hard to grow.

Max began to circle with Brian, both of them looking for openings, trying to get a read on the other. And he learned some more things about his opponent just in those few moments.

For one, this was definitely a man who conserved his energy. He was not a sport fighter at all. Brian was legitimately looking for an opening to exploit, maybe go all in. This being a one-on-one match, and modern MMA being what it was these days, Max had a feeling if Brian went on the attack, he’d likely try for some sort of submission play.

Max hoped so.

The problem with submission holds and going to the ground in general was that it worked best when fighting somebody in a ring where there were rules or where the other person was untrained in grappling or didn’t expect it. In the real world, trying to do Jujutsu versus someone with a weapon or versus more than one person at a time were great ways to lose. Badly.

But there were always exceptions. And if the submission fighter was fast enough, ruthless enough, or maybe softened up their opponent first, a submission hold could kill, much less win a spar. This was a one-on-one spar, where grappling shined, and if Max was reading his opponent right, the man was an expert. His every move betrayed confidence.

Brian threw a few experimental jabs at Max, pressuring him, carefully monitoring distance, keeping Max on the defensive. Max wanted to counter, but he was wary. For Brian to be this confident about trying for the grapple, the man was probably very skilled. And grappling was one martial style in general where greater strength counted less, especially if the grappler was willing to take a few licks to get a submission hold in.

And Max couldn’t use his full strength or most lethal techniques. He still wasn’t willing to kill anyone today in a job interview gone wrong.

Suddenly, Brian went for Max’s legs in a beautiful maneuver, one that when executed covered his head with one arm to protect himself while dipping low, using his core strength. Brian seemed to practically glide across the ground.

A few defense options against a takedown included a sprawl or counter strike. Brian was fast enough to make sprawling difficult and was already defending himself from most ways he could be hit or kicked by his opponent. His guard was strong. The move had been polished and perfected.

Max reacted in an unconventional, almost impossible way that Brian could not have predicted.

He jumped straight up in the air, rotating his hips as he did so. His left leg evaded the grab as his right leg snapped a kick at Brian’s head, threading the needle, delivering the strike expertly through the tiny gap in the other man’s defense.

Brian rocked back, momentarily off balance as Max touched down again. Then Max followed up with a lightning-quick step-over side kick with all of his weight behind it. His heel drilled past Brian’s hasty guard straight into his chest. It could have been a crushing strike to the throat, but Max turned it into a pushing hammer blow instead.

The other man was knocked backward like he’d been hit by a giant baseball bat. He rolled with the impact, at least partially controlled. Max’s respect for his opponent went up immensely when Brian shakily got to his feet, blood streaming down the front of his face onto his gi, and offered a respectful salute.

Brian was woozy, unstable as he held the salute. He could have a concussion and likely knew it.

When the fight had actually begun, it had been over in seconds. And Brian might be able to fight more, technically, but not well. If he was as dizzy as he looked, versus someone stronger, faster, and more skilled than he was, he’d just be running into a meat grinder. Max had proven in one exchange that he was in a different league. Others in the gym might believe he’d just been lucky. Brian obviously knew better. If he’d been less seasoned, or less mature, maybe he’d run in again. It was good that he seemed to know there was no point.

Deep down, Max had to admit he had been showing off a little bit. He felt a tiny bit guilty about that, but not much. He might have hurt some people’s pride, but he hadn’t killed anyone.

Time to see if Brian was as rational and lucid as Max suspected.

“Do you concede?” Max asked.

“I do.”

Good, he thought. Max hadn’t been imagining it. He could clearly see the recognition in Brian’s eyes now that if the other man continued, he’d get destroyed. There was additional understanding there, too. The seasoned fighter knew that Max had been holding back, barely trying, but still had hit like a freight train.

Most people on Earth would never fight someone who could casually rip them apart, like trying to box a gorilla.

Some of the other students were gasping and didn’t understand what they’d seen. Maybe they were confused why Brian hadn’t kept trying. But the more seasoned students just looked stunned. Maybe they’d thought earlier that he got lucky with Jefferson, but this was twice in a row, and Max had just displayed physicality that most people in the world could never match—especially agility and speed. They likely wondered whether Max had trained in Taekwondo in Korea and was an Olympic-level athlete or something.

The more experienced and skilled the martial artist, the more they’d comprehend how extraordinary the exchange they’d just witnessed was. What Max had just done would not have been possible without great strength, training, timing, and perfect coordination.

And he’d barely shown them anything he was capable of so far. Even though he’d knocked Brian on his ass with kicks, he’d knocked Jefferson out with his fist. Brian and the other higher-level fighters in the dojo had to have noticed that as well.

As Max walked toward Larry and took the money out of the open-mouthed man’s hand, he felt the satisfaction of having finally gotten some extra cash. Too bad he couldn’t just be an underground prize fighter for a few years, but that seemed like a great way to eventually get a criminal record…unless he wanted to show off his superhuman strength and speed to the world with boxing or something. And that would be dumb.

Max bowed toward Larry and then bowed toward everybody else. He said, “Larry, actually, I don’t think I want to teach here. It seems that maybe I won’t be liked or accepted very much.” And with that, before anybody else could react, he took off his borrowed gear, left through the double doors, went outside, and speed-walked to the parking garage and his economical car.

The whole time he wondered if he was going to be pursued. Luckily, nobody followed. He wasn’t worried, just didn’t want any more complications. His adrenaline was high as he drove away, and he gave a shaky laugh. What he’d just done had been stupid, too flashy and dramatic in multiple ways, but he had to admit it’d been a long time since he felt this alive.

Max got home, and the first thing he saw were the bills on the counter. His heart dropped. All of the good feelings he’d had from beating up a couple of guys at the dojo washed away after being doused with a bucket of cold, hard reality.

His experience in the dojo had been a little bit of a wakeup call. Even though he was stronger and faster than probably any other human on Earth, he felt…rusty. He decided that he didn’t have anything better to do at this time so he should start working out.

The fact that he was still in good shape from taking in tiny sips of mana over his entire life meant that he could work out very easily without getting sore. While the little bits of mana in his body weren’t much, they were enough to heal his muscles much quicker than an average person could. There was really no reason for him not to exercise, especially since he hadn’t completely given up on his idea of a martial arts side hustle.

That night before bed, Max moved his body. He ran, he did basic exercises like pushups and sit-ups in his kitchen, and he went to his apartment’s gym for the first time. It really wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. And theoretically, he was technically paying to use the facilities, so he might as well.

These were all things he told himself as he mechanically lifted weights. He didn’t feel too guilty about how much faster his body improved than anyone else’s. If all the gym rats that he’d known in college could see him now and actually understood how fast he was getting gains just by using the machines for a few sets, they’d be green with envy.

But Max had gone through hell, literally, to have the ability to do this, and he’d never taken advantage of it before. When he was in high school, he briefly thought about using his mana control ability to have an unfair advantage in sports but had rejected it. It wasn’t ethical, and Max knew he had some personality flaws, but being a douchebag bully was not one of them.
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The next morning, Max’s alarm clock woke him up, and he rolled out of bed the same way he usually did, ungracefully. Max was not a morning person, but a lifetime of hard living had taught him how to use the barest grains of mana to help jumpstart his system whenever he needed to wake up.

Back on Albion when he had more mana to work with, he could have more complicated sleep systems in place, even auto rise. But living in the modern world as he was, on Earth, he couldn’t afford much and just used a regular alarm clock to wake himself up.

Max got ready for work and looked at his bleary eyes in the mirror, mentally preparing himself for another day of selling cell phones. It was not exactly his dream job. He didn’t even like cell phones. He was one of the most technologically backward people of his entire peer group because of his previous life. He could still use them just fine; he just didn’t enjoy it.

Some people on Earth used their phone constantly, almost seemed to need to have their face buried in it every moment of every day. Max only used his for emergencies or necessities. Although he had to admit phones and technology had been very helpful when he’d been gobbling up information about anything and everything in this world in his later teens and in college.

Max got to work. It was a Tuesday like any other, functionally his Monday, but the rest of the world had already gotten through their first day of the work week. He had decided a long time ago that his first career goal was to finally not only have the same hours as the rest of the world but also work on the same days of the week. It felt like his whole life he’d always either been working on weekends, or working nights, or working odd hours. It seemed like with better money came a better schedule. At least at this point, that was his perspective.

Work went by slowly, but it wasn’t too bad. There weren’t any crazy customers. And the little old lady he helped get a new smartphone was very appreciative and even came back in the store to give him some candy. Max was a little touched at that. Yeah, it wasn’t much, but he wasn’t too proud to take some candy from a nice old lady.

Whether he was the Hero of Albion or a cell carrier clerk, it felt nice to be appreciated.

When his lunch break started, he tossed the candy in his mouth and remembered his ill-fated quest for an odd job the day before.

Ah, what the hell? he thought. As he sat in his car during his break and ate the burritos he’d gotten from the fast food place across the street, he called up the very first place he’d gone to, the Jujitsu place. He figured it was a long shot but at least worth following up. When he called, he heard, “Hello,” and recognized the voice.

“Hi, Ethan,” said Max. “I came in yesterday. I was the person who asked if I could teach in your dojo and give you a cut of the profit.”

The man’s tone was definitely friendlier than yesterday. He said, “Aha, I remember you. Yeah, I talked to my brother, Chad, and Chad thinks that he can actually find a loophole in our insurance to let you work there as a contractor. So right now, tentatively, we’re saying that yeah, we can let you teach people here as long as it doesn’t interfere with our schedule. We can talk about it more maybe in person.”

“Oh, really?” said Max. He was absolutely flabbergasted. He had not expected this answer at all. “So do you want to maybe hammer out a contract or something with brass tacks after I get there?”

“Sure, sounds good,” said Ethan. “Don’t forget, though, you said you were going to bring in clients. So we’re going to view our dojo sort of like a gym, and you’re a personal trainer, so you can have your clients in there when we don’t have other students, and you can kind of pay rent for your time in the dojo.”

Max smiled. “That’s pretty much exactly what I was hoping,” he said. “All right, I get off work at six o’clock today. You guys are open till seven, right? It’s going to take me about twenty minutes to get there from work. I’ll come straight away. So is it okay if I show up at six-twenty?”

“Yeah, sounds fine,” said Ethan. “See you then.”

Max hung up, and his cheap burrito tasted better almost by magic. Wow, something finally went right, he thought. He finished up eating and went inside to complete the rest of his day. Normally, if he had something that he wanted to get off work to do, work seemed to drag by. But today wasn’t that way. Instead, he was in such a good mood that it felt like no time at all before it was time to punch out. It also helped that he’d had really nice people that he’d helped that day.
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After he got off work, Max did exactly what he’d said he would and headed straight for the jiujitsu dojo. Once he got there, Ethan was in the front, and so was another older-looking man who looked enough like him that Max assumed it was his brother.

“Oh, Chad, this is Max,” said Ethan.

“Hi,” said Max. And then they all shook hands and exchanged the necessary small talk before getting down to business. Max was pleasantly surprised by how easy Chad was to deal with. It kind of seemed like the man wasn’t really involved in the day-to-day of the dojo, even though it belonged to him. In fact, the longer Max talked to them, the more strongly that impression settled in his mind. He didn’t know exactly what the arrangement was, but he assumed that maybe the two brothers divided up their efforts into the dojo with time or finances or something like that. He didn’t care as long as they were willing to work with him.

In only half an hour, Max had a contract to work at the dojo, and he would need to give them thirty percent. And even though Chad had ensured that Max or one of his students getting injured wouldn’t hurt the business, Max would still need to sign a waiver and get any of his students to do so every time he trained there. It was practically underlined in flashing lights and neon highlights that he was not covered under the dojo’s insurance.

That kind of sucked, but he was willing to deal with it. Last but not least, before he left the dojo, he had to sign his own waiver form and a quickly rigged-up contract that noted his new status as a contractor working in the dojo. It looked like something one of the brothers had pulled from the internet and changed some words on. Max wasn’t sure how legal it actually was, but he wasn’t planning on suing anybody anyway. So as long as everybody was happy with the current state of affairs, he was, too.

Max went home that day and glanced again at the bills on the table, but this time he had far less angst about it. After all, in the last two days, he not only secured himself an extra one thousand dollars, but he also found a new part-time job. And the part-time job might even end up being fun.

He ran that night, thinking about how he was going to get some new students, which was the remaining problem. It was a pretty serious problem, too. He muttered out loud, “I mean, it’s not like I can just put a bunch of flyers on walls back at the college.” But then, suddenly, he stopped in the middle of his run, right underneath a street light, and face-palmed. “No way,” he said out loud. “Maybe I actually can do exactly that. Why not?”

Max finished his run, went back to his apartment, and used the last of his printer paper to make some basic flyers. He went into his bedroom and made a video on his phone that he put on the internet. The video was pretty simple: just him talking about his fraudulent Earth background in martial arts, something actually honest and serious about his style, more about his philosophy as a martial arts trainer, and how he would take students regardless of their skill level, beginners or experts. He did a quick demonstration with a practice sword in his room to show the kinds of techniques that he planned to teach. It wasn’t anything fancy at all—just straightforward and practical.

But then he looked at his flyers again and said, “Crap.” His intention had been to put the video address on the flyer itself so people could look it up and watch it. But he’d forgotten to add it. Max went to his kitchen to scarf down a late-night hot dog and thought about the problem while he chewed. Then he face-palmed again. The solution was super simple. He went back to his printer, flipped all of the pages he’d already printed over to the other side, and printed a new flyer with the website address added. Now all he had to do was pay attention to which side he put up on walls.

“Poor people problems,” he said. “Poor people solutions.” Then he thought of the thousand dollars he still had from the bet at Imperial. “Actually, maybe not so poor right now. I dunno. Whatever. Still don’t wanna buy more paper right now.”

When all the prep work was finally done, he felt tension leave his body. Simple problems like this could be difficult for him to solve sometimes. Even though he’d technically grown up with technology, his mindset could still be back on Albion. “Too bad I can’t get rich just killing monsters in this world,” he muttered out loud. He sighed and shook his head. In this world, the only monsters were human, and half the time, killing them wasn’t worth the trouble.

With that cheery thought in mind, Max went to bed early. He planned to get up early the next day and put his flyers around the nearby college campus before going to work. Max went to sleep and didn’t dream at all.

The next morning, he did exactly what he planned to do: put up flyers and went to work. For a Hail Mary plan, he figured it wasn’t too bad. But he wasn’t expecting much in the way of results. Not really.

So when he got home and saw that he had twenty new emails asking about his classes, he was shocked to his toes.
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The next week flew by, and Max continued to get more emails. Apparently, there had just been an action movie that came out or something with martial arts similar to what Max had demonstrated. Or something. That’s all he could figure. All in all, he got over two hundred emails from interested people.

He asked some of them about why they’d contacted him, and it turned out that the flyers had gotten good word of mouth. After a few people had watched his videos, they’d actually shared the video amongst themselves. So even though he only put up a handful of flyers on one day, the video just kept making its rounds. Max wondered if he’d gotten super lucky or maybe had some sort of latent talent for marketing… He very quickly humbled himself. It had to be luck. He definitely had talents, sure. And what he’d done to get customers was at least business adjacent, so he wasn’t completely clueless, but there was no way he was some sort of social media master just out of the blue.

Max knew business, but his real talents were in breaking things. Too bad he couldn’t just distill it and sell it somehow. All the jobs that he could make the most money at on Earth would get him killed or locked in a lab for dissection.

But at least this idea seemed to be panning out. The new problem would be balancing his workload.

Luckily, he had plenty of time to think about how he was going to manage his part-time job working at the jujitsu dojo, puzzling out what days he would be teaching. And it turned out he was able to find three blocks of time during the week: Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. It was perfect.

Max chewed on a pencil as he looked at the days of the week he’d underlined in his notebook. How flexible could he be with the tuition?

He decided that all of his students would have to pay him the day of their lesson or at the end of the month, whichever worked for them, and he was only going to take a certain number of students. Maybe he could stage a test. Like…see who showed up on one of the three days that Max had available. He would organize something, and it was up to them whether they would show or not.

No point worrying about potential students who didn’t have the same availability as he did and who were gonna flake out.

After going through all of his emails and responses, he finally narrowed it down to ten people, and by that first Friday, he gave them a time and a day for the very first class. Max would be officially starting his new instruction on that next Monday, his day off.

Before Monday, Max continued to exercise and work out every day. He got muscle growth and definition in no time flat. With the kind of exercise he was doing, he was never going to have really visible, obvious muscles, but he wasn’t going for that. Max just needed to look the part of a martial artist. One side benefit of working out was that his already significant strength just continued to rise.

The mana in his body didn’t have to do as much heavy lifting when his body itself was helping.

On Sunday night, the day before his new class, Max looked for Olympic track records online. Then he went out long after dark when nobody was around. He checked, double checked, and when he was really satisfied, he lowered himself, preparing to sprint.

Then he really pushed himself for the first time on Earth, running as fast as he could. He timed it. Sure enough, he had officially reached superhuman levels of physicality. He’d beaten the records he’d looked up.

Compared to his Abilities on Albion, it wasn’t much, but he was actually proud of himself for staying positive, moving forward. Improving himself. Now he just needed to make sure he didn’t go too far overboard and let others see. Being able to run twenty-five miles per hour was not something normal people did without even all that much strain.

I’m going to be a teacher now, he thought. Kinda cool.

For once, he was actually looking forward to the next day.


SEVEN


When Max woke up, he enacted his plan, heading out early to the jiujitsu dojo. He got there two hours before his class was supposed to start, and Ethan actually had four students there. That was fine with Max. He got the handful of stuff he brought with him out of his car and stowed it against one wall, then sat down to play on his phone and watch Ethan’s teaching. For the next hour, he was pleasantly surprised to learn that Ethan was actually an excellent instructor. The four adult students, all at different levels, seemed to have fun learning, too. Based on what he’d seen, Max was curious why the dojo seemed to not be doing very well and wondered if it was truly just the location.

Ethan went in the back to the staff-only showers and came back ten minutes later. He began cleaning the dojo, and Max wordlessly joined him, grabbing rags and bottles of sanitizer, wiping everything down. When that was done, the room smelled faintly of cleaner. It wasn’t a bad smell.

Max sat down in the waiting area again. Ethan went behind his desk, and the two began to chat. Max was surprised to learn that before running the dojo, Ethan had been a car salesman, and he’d hated his job. So even though times were tough right now, which Ethan admitted, he would still rather be in the dojo than anywhere else. Max’s respect for the man skyrocketed after their chat.

After a while, Max’s potential new students began to trickle in. He’d invited ten, and nine showed up. He already had a good idea of who everybody was and why they were attending throughout the week. This group of ten had been the most likely to actually be interested in lessons and be dedicated to taking lessons.

Melissa Smith hadn’t made it, and he wasn’t too surprised. She was a mom and had a lot of other commitments, so she was the candidate most likely to have time and financial constraints.

Max met the rest of the nine, and even though he didn’t know what they looked like before seeing them all, he was able to figure out who everyone was almost just based on their voices. There were three women and six men. All of them were of various ages and from every walk of life. But one thing Max had not compromised on was that all of them were adults. He’d felt a little bad about it but had refused to seriously consider any minor students or any parents that wanted to attend with their children.

He knew that he was being narrow-minded and probably leaving money on the table, but he didn’t want to do anything that he felt wasn’t ethical. After all, no matter what he did to make extra money, he still needed to live with himself. It probably also helped avoiding biting off more than he could chew with too many students, too.

The first class was going to be extremely basic, and it was more to set expectations than anything else. Ethan watched from the front desk, but Max ignored the other man. If he thought about it too much, he knew he’d get nervous since he’d already seen what a good teacher Ethan was.

“All right,” said Max, “I know why all of you are here. And you’re all here for different reasons. That’s okay because the martial art I’m going to teach you, Albion Western Wind Style, is a discipline with multiple paths, including structure for every body, for every circumstance.” He held up a finger and said, “That might sound too good to be true. And if you were to say so, I would understand why. However, Wind Style is a different type of martial art than any you have ever seen or heard about.”

Max tensed. This part was tricky because he wanted to be as honest as possible, and there were certain claims he couldn’t make without being challenged on. After all, this was a martial art from another world. He just needed to avoid specifics or outright lies.

Max said, “Albion Western Wind Style is a discipline that combines empty-handed martial arts with weapons. If you learn one, you learn the other. In this way, it’s very similar to Filipino martial arts. At the same time, there are submission holds like jiujitsu, there’s throwing like judo, and there’s hard striking like muay thai. And incorporated in all of that are circular motions and redirections like Chinese martial arts. But the Style is not a simple amalgamation of other martial arts thrown in a pot and mixed around with a crazy spoon.” His delivery of this line got a few polite chuckles.

“I know you’ve seen my videos, and I know you know that I bill a lot of this like Western martial arts. That’s true. I’ve seen the books and arming manuals.” This was a slight lie because although he’d read a few websites and studied some HEMA stuff over the last week, he definitely was not an expert on it. “But I don’t agree with how most HEMA or Western martial arts schools train using foreign languages or techniques with foreign words. It doesn’t make any sense to use the German word for overhand cut when we can just say in English ‘overhand cut.’” This time there were more chuckles.

Max crossed his arms and said, “As for my credentials, which I know some have asked about before and might be an issue in the future, I can’t give you a long list of my master’s master’s master. The reality is that nobody else on this world knows this martial art that I am going to teach you. However, jeet kune do began with Bruce Lee. And while I don’t want to be arrogant enough to compare myself to Bruce Lee, if he could do it, why not me?” And he held up a hand. “But it’s not all talk. I can honestly say that one week ago I challenged Imperial downtown, and I won both of my spars versus instructors there.”

This was something he hadn’t told any of his prospective students yet, and he was pleased to see a handful of them perk up at this. The rest didn’t seem to know what Imperial Dojo was or didn’t care. Max grabbed a stick that he’d brought from the wall. “Now then, I want to show you what I mean by weapons and empty hands being trained at the same time. At the end of the day, a weapon is just a force multiplier, but your body is the common denominator regardless of how you fight. Could I get a volunteer?” Three people raised their hands, and Max picked a young-looking guy from the bunch, a student named Ramon. Then with Ramon’s help, Max showed the group a demonstration.

The next hour and a half or so flew by. Max had told everybody that showed up that this first lesson would be free. He paid for this time at the studio out of pocket using the one thousand dollars he’d won from Imperial Dojo. At the end of the lesson, all of his potential students trickled out, some more slowly than others. Some wanted to have a word with him first. But after they were all gone, it was just him and Ethan left.

Max said, “Ethan, tell me the truth. How do you think that was?”

Ethan gave Max an appraising look, scratched his chin, and said, “Honestly, I think,” he dragged the time out and said, “that was great.”

Max scowled and said, “Did you have to have such a long pause, jerk?”

Ethan laughed and said, “Honestly, I think you’re a good teacher, especially for being so young. But more importantly, your martial art fascinates me. I have been a martial artist my entire life, and I’ve been teaching for almost ten years. I’ve seen a lot of fakes and frauds, but I can tell that you’re the real deal. You really know your stuff. So how about this?” He tapped the counter a few times and said, “You’re going to be teaching when I don’t have anything to do anyway. How about if you let me participate in your classes? If so, we can lower your rate that you pay me and my brother a little bit.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I’m serious,” said Ethan. “I think I’d really like to participate, at least for a while.”

Max grinned and shook the other man’s hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Sensei-slash-landlord-slash-student.”

Ethan laughed again and said, “Hey, everybody’s gone, but we’re here. You want to do some drills really quick?”

Max smirked. “You gonna pay me for it?”

“No, but if I have enough fun, maybe I’ll buy a few more training tools to keep at the dojo.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” said Max. “Let’s do it.”

[image: ]


The next few days were a combination of Max’s normal job, planning classes, and answering more emails. Of the original nine that showed up to the first class, six stuck around and decided to become legit students. Max’s requirement was that they all be full-time students for at least the first month, and then after that, they could change to part-time if they wanted. Ethan also became a student. So in total, Max had seven students. After the first week, one more dropped out, and the number went down to six.

For the next two months, this was Max’s life. He worked at his regular job and taught martial arts three days a week.

Max ended up really enjoying teaching. He also rediscovered his love for martial arts in general. Maybe he wasn’t killing monsters on Earth, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t still train.

He got to know his students pretty well and was proud of their growth. Only two months wasn’t a lot of time, but he was seeing his students, most of them anyway, for two hours a day. Not all of them came every day, but most did. They were doing great.

Max actually made a new friend, too.

One of the students was named Blake. He was around Max’s age, just a couple of years older. It turned out that they knew some of the same people, most still in college.

Max ended up spending a lot of time with Blake. Unlike Max, Blake’s parents were solidly middle class, though, and he’d been blessed with some interesting opportunities in his life. And being a good friend, he was eager to share some of his other hobbies with people he knew.

Blake got irritated with Max sometimes, in a good-natured way, when they’d try something new and Max immediately ended up being too good at it. They went axe throwing once at a trendy hangout for groups of friends. Of course, throwing axes was no big deal for Max.

Usually, he didn’t even notice, but sometimes he would clue in on the fact that Blake was surprised that he hadn’t struggled more at something, probably because of missed comedic opportunities. He seemed to eventually get used to it, though. Blake’s girlfriend, Becky, was a super good-natured, outgoing person, and Max enjoyed whenever she came along, too.

Teaching became one of Max’s new joys. Of the five students that stuck around, plus Ethan, they were all very focused and passionate about Albion Western Wind Style. Somewhat surprising to Max, he also managed to find some new insights into Wind Style, too, which he’d thought was almost impossible by this point. He’d figured if he did, it would take decades, not just a couple of months.

One thing that he was most amused about regarding his lessons was how his six students were learning a martial art that was designed to not only incorporate the accumulation of mana, but also to utilize it. Back in Avalon, this martial art was considered a state secret. On Albion, teaching Western Wind Style willy-nilly to a group of random people like this would be similar to treason.

Even though Max thought the situation was funny, his conscience did lead him once to have a conversation with Ethan, asking him to never teach Western Wind Style to any other students.

The man had actually gotten a little offended. Apparently, he already believed teaching without Max’s permission would have been some sort of martial arts instructor taboo anyway.

Max’s new lifestyle change had made him start reflecting on his life on Earth in general.

He didn’t have too many regrets, and his second life in general hadn’t been bad, just a little disappointing since he had memories of an entire exceptional life. But almost nothing he knew or could do could have really helped with this life…until now. The only problem was now he wished he’d tried something like this sooner.

After about the first month, Max realized he could have started a martial arts club in high school and maybe even had more friends. Maybe he would have even been able to make some of the friends like poor kids in movies did. Friends with mansions, with helpful older siblings, and good food that he could eat whenever he went over.

Whenever that train of thought cropped up, Max would indulge it for a few minutes, but no more. He was too mature for it and knew where it could lead. Wallowing in the past wasn’t moving forward into the future. Besides, even though he’d been born poor in two lifetimes, he’d also experienced being rich already, and he knew for a fact that wealth didn’t magically make one happy. In fact, what was probably making him happiest these days was all of his hard work, focus, and new friendships.

After waking up for work, Max looked at himself in the mirror with his shirt off. “Has it already been two months?” He admired his body. He had never been a really vain sort of person, but he had to admit it felt good to actually notice strangers reacting to him differently now. He didn’t really want to stand out, and he didn’t need too much attention—he’d already had enough of that in his first life—but the situation that had played out at Imperial Dojo still played through his mind sometimes.

Thinking about his escapades at Imperial almost made him chuckle. He almost half-expected people from Imperial to find him at his dojo and challenge him to a duel like in the movies. They took themselves way too seriously…but in reality, they’d probably forgotten about Max. Even if they hadn’t, it wouldn’t be worth chasing him down. At least that was what he figured.

Max got ready for the day and packed some extra clothing. This was one of his Dojo Days, as he had started to call them. He left the house without even glancing at the kitchen table. Today after work he’d be teaching.

On his way out the door, he glanced at the kitchen table—cleaned off. No bills left there to stare at him and remind him of his problems. He’d stopped that habit a month ago. Now that he had more money coming in every month, he didn’t feel he needed it anymore. He still wasn’t exactly ready to be spending money on extravagances, nor could he help his parents buy a house, but at least now he didn’t have to worry about food. His habits of buying near-to-expiration-date pastries at the discount grocery store probably wouldn’t change, not right away, but now he didn’t plan his day around it anymore.

I’m moving up in this world! Max thought.

He was in a great mood. So like all of his coworkers seemed to always do, he made a stop on the way to work. He dropped by a coffee shop and got an overpriced, overly sweet, coffee-flavored caffeine delivery system. It was delicious and made his eyeballs feel like they were shivering.

His day of work went the way it usually did, which was not too great, not too bad. If there was one advantage to his job, it was that if he didn’t feel like using his brain during the day, he didn’t really have to. He could think about other things. That day, he was thinking about new things he could teach his students.

There would usually be four or five people there. That was pretty good attendance; at least Max thought so. Blake and his friend Ethan were always there, as were the two ladies, Linda and Sarah. It actually worked out great that way because Max could float around between the two groups if there was any sparring or drills that day. Or he could practice by himself.

Sometimes when he’d practice, the others would stop and watch, and he wouldn’t even notice until he was done with his work. Blake had told him that this random exhibition had become something of a meme. At least that was what Max took it to mean when Blake said it was “legendary.”

Finally, the day was done, and Max was excited about heading to the dojo.

He finished what he needed to do, punched out, hopped in his car, and checked his gym bag next to him with his change of clothes for Western Wind. He started to drive off, but the car had barely begun rolling when suddenly the sky overhead turned red.

A moment later, the entire world took on a red haze. Max slowed the car, staring out the windshield, trying to make sense of what he was seeing.


EIGHT


Max did a double take, but the sky was truly red. A deep crimson, like fresh blood.

“What the…” he said. He stopped the car, put it in park, and stared upward. This wasn’t night time with a red moon. No, this was just afternoon, and the sky had gone all nightmare colors. His heart quivered as an ancient memory arose in his mind. He’d seen a sky like this before, but it hadn’t been on this world. That had been one of the scariest moments of his past life.

“No way,” he muttered as he saw a blue disk form in the air. He knew exactly what it was, even though he’d never seen one that big before. “A portal?” he breathed. “What the hell is going on?”

Portals were magical. Earth didn’t have magic. This shouldn’t be possible.

And then, out of the portal came a flock of wyverns, each one over twenty feet long. Hungry, flying, fire-breathing lizards. Another portal popped up on the other side of a nearby building. Max could see the glow. But could he really? Seeing its glow should be impossible; it was daytime, and the portal was on the other side of the wall. But then his shocked mind moved and he realized the truth: he could feel it.

With growing horror and a touch of excitement, he opened himself, reaching out for mana…and found it. The mana in the land and the atmosphere were still weak but were rapidly rising, like an old man who’d woken up and begun stretching before getting out of bed. That was a terrible analogy, he thought woodenly, even as he watched everything unfolding before his very eyes.

At some point, Max realized he’d gotten out of his car and was standing in the parking lot. With a start, he went to get back into his car and drive, maybe back home. He wasn’t sure. But at that moment, he heard a scream. Then another scream. Vicky and Nasheer, two of his coworkers who were staying late, ran out of the building, and behind them came monsters that he had never seen before. They were similar to some of his past memories, though. Instead of the big armor-wearing lizard men from Albion, these were shorter, more bestial.

Another way these creatures differed from lizard men was their lack of intellect. The only thing he could see in their eyes was hunger with no reason. Three of them were racing after his coworkers. He didn’t feel any particular loyalty to these two; they weren’t really friends. But at the same time, he wasn’t going to stand around and watch them be eaten by monsters. Besides, even though he’d started a new lifetime, old habits die hard. At one point in his life, he had been called the hero. Not a hero, The Hero.

And Max hated when regular people were killed by monsters, inhuman or otherwise. Always had. It offended him at a primal level.

He reached into the back seat of his car and grabbed a tire iron. Then he ran toward Vicky and Nasheer. The two of them were screaming for help as Max ran up. But Nasheer stopped in open-mouthed shock as Max ran right past him, wielding his tire iron. The first lizard-man-thing didn’t know what hit it. The creature jumped, taking an awkward, opportunistic leap. Max bashed it with his tire iron, using his superhuman strength, and the lizard creature was almost instantly dead. There was a noticeable dent in its head where its skull had been crushed.

The next lizard man swerved, changing its target from Vicky to Max. He barely even slowed down. Max grabbed the lizard man’s wrist with snake-like reflexes at the same time as he hit the thing on the side of the mouth. The blow prevented the monster from clamping its jaws on his wrist. Then he whirled the creature around and threw it directly into the concrete. Its head hit hard.

A lifetime of battle instincts made the back of his neck prickle. The third creature was almost on top of him by the time he turned. He briefly but deeply wished for a proper weapon before slamming the tire iron into the lizard man’s throat and kicking it away with his full strength.

He whirled, wasting no time, and returned to the one that was still on the ground before it could get up. His tire iron fell once, twice, three times on the creature’s head and spine before he was satisfied that it wasn’t going to get back up. Then he turned, barely panting, and saw his two coworkers staring at him in absolute shock.

The two of them weren’t processing what was going on, weren’t reacting fast enough. Max could hear destruction from inside the store and saw shadows playing from other lizard men as they rampaged inside. He heard a scream that could only be his boss Tony dying. “Get your asses in gear,” he said, and he pointed at his car.

Then, without waiting for his two shell-shocked coworkers to respond, he hopped in the driver’s seat and drove the car up next to them. He rolled his window down and screamed, “Move your fucking asses!” Luckily, Nasheer got it together and opened the door, all but throwing Victoria in before him. The moment the man had the door closed, Max was accelerating.

He didn’t head toward the main road or the highway, figuring that with a calamity like this, joining throngs of frightened people was a great way to get stuck in traffic and possibly become wyvern food. This was a terrible situation for humanity, and he couldn’t even really help. Sure, he was a better fighter than ninety-nine percent of the world, but that didn’t matter very much. It wasn’t enough. He was still woefully inadequate to deal with a flock of wyverns, much less whatever else the portals might be disgorging onto the planet.

Max took back parking lots and alleyways, moving to streets that people almost never traveled. He didn’t have any particular destination in mind but was just trying to get away from the city as much as he could. In the backseat of his car, Nasheer was anxiously looking out the windows, his hands flexing open and closed. Victoria was crossing herself and mumbling incoherent prayers.

Max decided neither one of them was going to be much help, but at least he could help them. He took a turn as fast as he possibly could and almost ran into a group of goblins as they crossed the street. They threw knives at him as his car went down a hill, and one actually hit, breaking the back window. Victoria screamed.

At that point, the old dormant beast in the back of Max’s mind began waking up again, growling. Running away from monsters fundamentally pissed Max off, especially knowing that they would be trying to kill other people. Unfortunately, Max didn’t have many good weapons in his house because real weapons cost money, and he’d always had higher priorities. Owning real sword at home hadn’t been a concern in a relatively safe world like this one, at least up until this point.

He thought of his training weapons. All of his training swords and his two only real weapons were all at the dojo, where they were used for cutting practice and such. The only thing he actually had in his house was a baseball bat. After all, he didn’t have anything worth stealing to protect anyway. Maybe if he had a nicer house or a pot to piss in, he would have cared more about weapons up until now. And he desperately regretted not keeping more than a tire iron in his car. A new lifetime full of peace and money problems had made him complacent. He was definitely not naïve to how the world worked, but he didn’t have much that others would want, and he could kill most grown men with his bare hands. That had always been enough.

But Max knew a place he could get weapons. Most people, if they went to get supplies during or after an attack like this, would probably go to department stores or grocery stores. But He had a new destination in mind. He knew how to use guns, but guns weren’t the answer right now—at least he didn’t think so. Maybe if he had a house full of guns and piles and piles of ammo, they might be an option. But that was also only if guns would even be effective against some of the stronger monsters, which he doubted.

Max was an expert with blades, and since mana was coming back, he’d be weak right now but should be able to use some of his old skills soon.

He took a turn heading toward a hardware store. Right after he took the turn, a blue screen suddenly popped into his vision. He almost jerked the wheel, nearly plowing the car right into a guardrail.

“What the hell!?” he shouted. In the back seat, Vicky wailed.

Max slowed the car and struggled to see around the screen. It said:

Congratulations, you have been chosen as a candidate to become a warrior. Do you accept? Yes or No.

Max cursed and gunned the engine; he swerved to miss a minotaur in the middle of the road that was just turning its head. The huge monster eyed Max’s car even as it crushed another.

Nasheer yelled, “Shit!” as the minotaur threw a crushed motorcycle at Max’s car. The improvised weapon missed, slamming into a storefront and shattering glass.

Max sped up, trying to crane his neck around the screen in his vision. Suddenly, the prompt in the window changed. Now it read:

If you accept the summons to become a Challenger, a warrior of your world, you will be transported to another place, an instruction world for training. During training, your body will not age. And when you are ready to return to your world, you will reappear exactly where you left it from.

“Wait, what is this?! What does that mean?” Max yelled. Behind him, Victoria started crying louder, and he didn’t blame her. If she couldn’t see what he was seeing, it probably seemed like he was hearing voices or having a panic attack or crazy episode. He cursed and found a side street before pulling down it and stopping the car.

“What are you doing?!” hissed Nasheer.

“Nasheer,” said Max. “Get out of the car, get in the driver’s side, and go. Hurry.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s leaving us! He’s leaving us!” Vicky was near hysterics.

“Yeah,” Max muttered. He turned to see around the blue screen in front of him. Then he growled, “Nasheer, get out of the fucking car and start driving. Drive my car. Take Vicky the fuck out of here.”

“But—” he started.

“Now!” ordered Max.

Nasheer climbed out of the car, scrambling like a crab on the beach. Max held the door open for him, and seconds after the man got inside, he watched his car accelerate away.

He turned his attention back to the screen in his vision and noticed something new. There was a countdown. He didn’t know how many seconds it had started from, but it was only at fourteen seconds now.

“No use making this more dramatic than it already is,” Max said out loud and hit “Accept.” The next thing he knew, his world turned upside down, and he vanished, no longer on Earth.


NINE


Max found himself in a large stone room. Actually not exactly a room. It was an empty space with a stone floor. He couldn’t see any walls. On top of all the other weirdness, he could tell he hadn’t exactly lost consciousness or experienced any sort of transition. One moment he had been back on Earth, and the next he was in this new space. Whatever it was.

He wasn’t breathing fast anymore from stress; his heart rate was not up. It definitely felt like his emotions had been manipulated a bit, but not in a malicious way. He tried to observe himself as objectively as possible and decided he was still rational and definitely more relaxed than he otherwise might be. Since he had already experienced so much strange stuff over two lives now, he was feeling so laid back he was practically ready to take a nap.

There was a shimmer in the air about thirty feet in front of him that eventually materialized into a beautiful floating woman with wings. She said, “Do not be afraid.”

Max nodded at her and replied, “Don’t worry. Other than worry about my parents right now, which is something I don’t have any control over, I’m more curious than anything.”

The floating woman said, “Oh?” and behind her, her pristine white wings unfurled.

“Yup,” said Max. “After all, my world is under attack, and the message I got said I could get more power if I accepted. And I figured that either the offer was on the up-and-up or it was a scam. If it was a scam, I suspect I might be transported to whoever or whatever had just attacked my world with monsters.”

The winged woman nodded. “Astute reasoning, and I admire your courage. But rest assured, the offer was made in good faith.”

“By you?”

“No, not at all. I am just a messenger.”

“Not an angel?” asked Max.

She hesitated and said, “‘Angel’ is such a loaded term, often couched in tradition or underlined by religious expectations. I prefer that you just think of me as a messenger.”

“So is that your real form?”

The angel smiled and said, “Ah, you truly are clever. No, this is not my real form, if I could even say I have such a thing. Instead, this seemed the most widely beneficial form to meet those from your world with, at least from your general location.”

“So I am not the only person you’ll be meeting?” asked Max.

“No.”

“Well, that’s interesting. But I also have to wonder how badly you really don’t want to be called an angel when you’re showing up in the form of an angel.”

The woman laughed, her voice like the tinkling of bells, and she descended to the stone floor, walking gracefully but powerfully closer to Max. “A bit cheeky, but I cannot deny your logic. What an interesting fellow you are.”

“I’m just being straight with you. But I bet if you’re meeting a bunch of people from my world, most of them are probably a bit more screaming at this point, despite whatever spiritual or magical sedatives you hit us with.”

“Yes,” she said. “Although you have been one of the first I’ve met.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “Yes. There are a limited number of slots for those who will be offered this expedited path to power. If one refuses, another may be offered a place instead. But the core requirement to get the offer in the first place is to have killed a monster. You were one of the very first.”

“Ah,” said Max. “Okay.”

And it truly did make sense to him. If there were multiple parties at play, those who were giving humanity weapons wouldn’t want to give power to somebody hiding in a closet or pretending that the monsters killing their friends didn’t exist. Weapons should be given to warriors, after all. And if one thing had been clear to him back on Albion, and been proven again on Earth, it was that the forces of good and evil were constantly in conflict. Whether it was an army of the demon king threatening an entire nation of free people or a gang engaged in human trafficking back on Earth, evil was evil. It had many forms.

“So how about you level? What is this all about?” asked Max.

“As you have said, your world is under attack, and it will be destroyed if it is not defended. The first wave is always terrible, and there is no way that your world was ready to defend itself. But it will get worse before it gets better. To give your world a fighting chance, the forces of good have banded together and paid for Challengers like you to receive an opportunity not only to fight, but to defend your world. You have to find your own Path of power and bring that precious knowledge back to your changed world.”

“Changed? You’re talking about the mana, right?” asked Max.

“That, among other things,” said the angel.

Max nodded slowly. “Okay, so what path of power are you talking about?”

“Ah, the Paths.” This time Max heard the capitalization. The angel smiled and said, “This is my favorite part. Every individual that I meet⁠—”

Max interrupted, saying, “Are you the only messenger who is dealing with people like me that accept the prompt? I’m assuming not based on what you said earlier.”

“You assumed correctly. I am not the only messenger, but the rules for the others will be the same as well. Every mortal I meet has a set number of Paths that they can receive, then travel. But the laws of the universe require that an element of chance is at play. The choice to receive a Path was made when you accepted to come here, but now the universe will decide where you go from here.”

“Hmmm. So…you’re going to roll some dice, and then out of a pool of jobs or powers I could get, that’s what I’m going to receive? It’s random out of a set pool?”

The angel smiled. “Something like that,” she said. “But you will not merely receive a seed of power. A Path. After all, handing a—” She paused and continued, “Handing a rifle to a child has limited usefulness without training the child how to use it, correct?”

“Uh-huh,” said Max. “So I’m going to get something or learn something and go to training.” His voice trailed off. “So is this dangerous?” he asked. “Is it possible that I can die?”

The angel’s expression stilled and turned sober. “That was a very good question. And even if I were not sworn to honesty, I would tell you true. Receiving a new Path will cause you no harm. But though we expect most of the people from your world will return complete from their pilgrimage, not all will survive their training. It is more complex than that, but you will learn how soon.”

“Got it,” said Max. He thought that was a really flowery way of saying he could die. Just to be obstinate, he clarified, “Just the training can kill us.” The messenger didn’t react, just smiled. Max grunted and asked, “Okay, so how do we do this?”

The otherworldly woman held up a hand, and above it, a group of dice began to spin. Max counted seven of them. “Since you gave me the analogy of dice, why not truly use dice?” She inclined her head at the dice spinning over her palm. “Seven. Oh my! You had quite a few…picks.”

She began to gesture with her other hand, but Max said, “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa. This doesn’t seem right. I mean, I get no choice at all? Why is all of this going to be random?”

“It is not truly random. Every soul has a set number of Paths that would be appropriate for them. No warrior will ever receive a Path they have no compatibility with. And you made your choice when you decided to come here. When you were born, did you choose your country? The year you were born? Your genetics?”

The explanation was irritating, but Max couldn’t fault the logic in it. In real life, sometimes people just had to take what they were given and make the best of it. He sure had in two lifetimes now. And he could sense the angel wouldn’t be much more forthcoming on that subject. Instead, he asked, “Fine. But could I get some more information first?”

The messenger raised an eyebrow. “What kind of information? I thought you understood the situation now.”

Max gestured vaguely and said, “Yes, I understand why I’m here and what you’re doing, but…isn’t it a long tradition of gambling that we know our best option and our worst option before rolling? Gotta have something to hope for.”

The angel looked surprised for a full second before she laughed. “You truly are a strange one.” She cocked her head as if she was listening to something and then said, “It seems that giving you this information doesn’t break any rules, so I will…humor you. What would you like to know, specifically?”

“Well, I’m sure it’s hard to quantify this sort of thing, but in all the jobs or Paths to power or abilities or whatever that I could roll there—and it seems I have a lot of them—what would be the most powerful and what would be the weakest?”

“Ah, as you said, such a thing would be…”

Max waved a hand. “Okay, let me rephrase it. In your opinion, what would be the most powerful? And in your opinion, what would be the weakest? For me, that is.”

The angelic woman nodded slowly and stared at the dice gyrating above her palm before she said, “I believe the strongest would be…Blade Sorcerer Path. And the weakest…” She hesitated before answering, then said, “Probably Summoner Path.”

“Thank you,” said Max. “Okay, go ahead. Do your thing.” Internally, he thought, How ironic. Wow. Blade Sorcerer. Wasn’t that an archaic term for my magic style on Albion?

Suddenly, Max thought of something else to ask. He opened his mouth, but the angel beat him to it. She smiled and said, “As for the number of options, you have around a thousand.”

Max’s jaw dropped, and he blinked rapidly as the winged woman finally finished gesturing with her one hand. The dice spun faster, flew around the not-a-room, and then arced toward a space on the stone floor between Max and the angel. Each die stopped moving and settled with the finality of a two-ton brick. When they were all still, Max scrunched up one eye in confusion. Every single one of the dice had landed on a one.

“What does—?” he began.

The messenger shook her head sadly, but with a bit of humor as well. “What are the odds?” she intoned. “Chance can truly be unfathomable. For such a bold, brave potential warrior, it seems the universe truly has something interesting or perhaps tragic in store for you.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Max.

“It seems you have been fated to receive the Path of the Summoner.” The angel spread her arms, and Max felt like he was fading away.

Before he was gone from the room, he managed to get out, “This is some bullshit! Was it rigged?”

The last thing he saw was the angel giving him an apologetic wave.


TEN


This time, Max’s transition wasn’t so comfortable. He woke up on his face in the dirt. Pushing himself up, the first thing he noticed was that he was in a field with other people who all looked as discombobulated as he did. The second thing he noticed was that he wasn’t wearing the same clothes as he’d had on back on Earth.

“What the hell?” he mumbled. After the words had come out of his mouth, Max realized that he hadn’t even spoken English. It seemed that he’d been implanted with knowledge of yet another language. So now, he spoke Avalonian and all the major languages of Albion, English, some Spanish, and whatever language he was thinking in now. A few others in the field who’d said something out loud must have also figured this out because one man started cursing, and another man on Max’s other side began cursing in a different way, experimenting with this new language and discovering even more dirty words.

Men really are just bigger boys, thought Max, with a smirk.

Out of the corner of his eye, a woman about ten years older than him was also inspecting the very basic, medieval-looking clothing she was wearing.

Several minutes passed by with nothing happening except everybody else on the field waking up, too. Most newcomers seemed dazed. Even though everyone there shared a language at this point, nobody made any effort to talk to each other and just stood on their own. Some had a haunted expression. Max could understand. He didn’t know if everybody here was from Earth, but he assumed so. And if they’d all met an angel like he had a few minutes ago, some of them might be questioning reality at this point. Presumably, they’d all watched their world come under attack by monsters and perhaps magic before, too. Maybe the people who seemed really upset had been stupid enough to attack the angel or something. Max had no idea and didn’t really care, either.

At this point, what he was most interested in was information. He just didn’t know enough…in general. He wished the angel had been more forthcoming. At some point, it had been obvious she wasn’t going to tell him anything more. Further questions would have been pointless.

When the world stopped spinning for him, he thought about what had just happened. His life had just felt like a ping bong ball, being bounced between circumstances and power outside of his understanding. However, he’d made a choice. At some level, he’d known that after hitting “Accept” in the window back on Earth, he would be confronting the unknown. In fact, it seemed after hitting that button, he’d been on a one-way trip to this barren field surrounded by strangers in rough clothing.

Stress started to creep up his neck. Is my family okay? What is going on back on Earth? Where am I? He took a deep breath.

Like many of the others around him, Max was disoriented, but unlike them, he had centuries of experience to draw on. He might not always be the most mature or wise person in the world, but it took a lot to truly faze him. His low-level confusion and worry were very real. But now Max felt strangely back in control.

There was no imminent danger, at least none Max could detect. Maybe this would be the beginning of how he could get this new “Summoner” power. If he wanted to help his family and friends on Earth in a meaningful way, he’d need more than a tire iron and barely superhuman physique.

Instead of staying in one place or sitting down hugging himself like some of the other people were, he took a careful look around his surroundings. The field he was in had a large fence around it. Nothing real fancy, just wooden posts and slats like a farm fence. Now that he had something to study, Max traced the fence around the entire field and noticed what had to be a gate with hinges. He got up and began to walk that way. It took him a while. The field was at least four hundred yards across, even though it seemed like only about one hundred people had appeared at the same time he had.

When he was almost to the gate, other people who had appeared in the field began to follow him—probably because any direction was better than none. Max made it to the fence right as a portal opened on the other side of it. Five people walked out. Three of them wore shoddy-looking robes, and one of them carried a staff. The other two had on medieval armor and looked like soldiers.

The apparent leader of the three robe wearers was a middle-aged man with a neutral expression. He was the one carrying the staff, and as soon as he was out of the portal, he saw Max heading directly for the gate and raised his eyebrows. He made a gesture for Max to stop. Then the man gently tapped his staff to the ground before raising it and speaking. When he did, his voice was amplified like he was using a bullhorn.

He said, “Hello, everyone, and welcome to training Quartet zero-eight-zero. Everyone here has been given the seed of the Summoner Path, and I’m here to take you where you can learn to use it before returning to your world.”

There were quite a few mumbles to this, but nobody shouted any questions or otherwise made a scene, which surprised Max. People being people, he would have figured at least somebody here was going to act up, but apparently it was possible for a group this large to be reasonable, or at least be shell-shocked or maybe subdued enough to just keep their mouths shut.

The man with the staff seemed to be thinking the same. He turned to one of the other robed individuals, a redheaded woman, and said, “It seems our new trainees are receptive. We should introduce ourselves.”

The older redheaded lady smiled and said, “Hello, my name is Professor Munka. I’ll be helping you with admin things today, as well as where you will be living on campus.”

The third robed person, a younger man, smiled, raised his hand, and said, “I’m Professor Happy. I’ll be helping all of you with adjusting to campus life and the culture on this Quartet.”

The man with the staff said, “My name is Professor Third. I will be overseeing your integration into Summoner Academy and in charge of this group until the new semester starts in approximately one week.”

An older man behind Max raised his hand, and Professor Third pointed at him. “Yes, what is it?”

The man asked, “So this new language we’re speaking, was this put into our heads? And why can’t I speak my native language anymore?”

Professor Third said, “That will all be explained to you later today. Please hold your questions if it has anything to do with the new place you’re at here.”

The man shook his head and asked, “How long is a week here?”

Professor Third pointed at the stranger and said, “Now that is a question I will answer because it’s relevant to what I just said. I know that you all come from different worlds, and a week’s time can vary. However, here in the Quartet, one week is equal to seven days.”

There was some mumbling among the newcomers at that, but nobody else made a scene or raised their hand to ask a question. Professor Third nodded at everybody in the field and with his magically advanced voice said, “Now, everybody please follow me through the portal that Professor Munka is going to create, and everybody can start their processing.”

The redheaded professor gestured, and a new, larger portal opened up. There were gasps of fear at the rear of the field from some newcomers who hadn’t seen the group of five enter in the first place. At the same time, the gate that Max had been heading toward the entire time swung open on its own.

Professor Third turned and walked through the portal.

Max jogged. He glanced behind him as he moved and saw that not all of the newcomers were moving at all. Then he realized that only Professor Third had gone through the portal. Now he could guess what the two soldier-looking types were there for and chuckled to himself without a whole lot of humor.

If the newcomers in the field didn’t choose to go through the portal themselves, they’d likely be…volunteered.

Max wasn’t the first person through the portal. He was the second. The person before him had long hair, and on the other side of the portal, he saw that it’d been a bookish-looking woman, maybe about thirty years old, and for the first time, he noticed that she had green hair. What’s more, it didn’t look like it was dyed, either. Her ears were not human.

Max remembered what Professor Third had said about everybody’s own worlds—“worlds,” plural—and quickly amended his assumption that everybody in the field had been from Earth.

Now they were all in what looked like a large auditorium set up with processing counters.

As people kept coming through the portal, other robed professors on this side got them in a line that snaked around between several stations, each station being a desk with another professor behind it. At each station, Max had to answer questions, and he basically recognized how he was being processed.

Even though Max had never officially served in any military, he’d worked directly with the military back in Albion, and one of his friends from high school had joined the army back in the United States. What he was experiencing now sounded a lot like some of his old school friend’s experiences when he’d been processed into the army back on Earth.

The comparison to a military reminded Max that despite the instructors calling this place an academy, it was also obviously martial in nature, or at least the end result would be. After all, everyone here was eventually going to go back to their homeworld and need to defend it…unless they died.

Max didn’t mind waiting in line all day and answering simple questions as the instructors built a file on him. It gave him time to think. He’d been through a lot in a really short amount of time, and in particular, he wanted to give this whole “Summoner” thing some more thought, too. The angel, or “messenger,” had said that in her opinion, Summoner was the weakest Path that Max could have gotten. But as he thought more on that, he decided there was no way for him to know how accurate the angel’s opinion was. For all he knew, she was completely full of shit. Or maybe how strong any class could be depended on the person.

Not only that, Max had all of his knowledge from his previous life, and in this new place, this school, mana was not as rich as it had been on Albion. In fact, it was worse than it had been on Earth right before he left. Back on Earth, the level of mana had actually been rapidly rising.

The current mana situation wasn’t all bad, though. It was still better than on Earth before the invasion started. Instead of being able to take gulps of mana, he would barely be able to take a sip here and there from time to time, but it was still exponentially better than the single drop once in a great while he’d gotten for most of his life on Earth.

Max proceeded through the processing line and decided before he was done that this was definitely something he could work with. Now all he needed to do was find out more about this school and also about being a Summoner itself. Not to mention whatever this “Quartet” was that the Summoner school apparently existed in or on. The depth of his ignorance about this new world was astounding.

But after the onboarding was done, everybody was shuffled into a large room that looked like a rustic gymnasium and sat on bleachers. Then Professor Third walked into the middle of the room with the same group of five that Max had seen before. Professor Third did the same thing with his staff that he had before, touching it on the ground before raising it. And Max didn’t understand why. This was not a large field; it was just a room. But the professor’s voice, instead of booming out as it had before, was merely slightly louder. Ah, I guess he can modulate it, thought Max.

Professor Third said, “Thank you, all of you, for your patience. I know that some of you have been calmer than others, and we’ve had staff on standby to help some of you with panic attacks or counseling as you needed it. I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but it is much faster and more painless to do it the way we’re doing, I promise you. I’ve been teaching at this school for a long time.”

He paused and said, “I know what most of your questions will be, and if you’d continue to be patient with me for just a few more minutes, I will answer most, if not all, of them for you. First of all, no, we are not on your world anymore. In fact, we are not on any world. This place is a large pocket dimension called a Quartet. Each Quartet has four colleges that teach skills for a specific Path and teach how to use skills and abilities that World Challengers can receive. You are all World Challengers. You are all on the same Path. After accepting your role as warriors of your world, you became a Challenger. And everybody’s body here is not their original.”

What? Max thought. There were immediate rumbles from some of the other newcomers.

Professor Third held up a hand. “Please listen for my explanation. Many if not all of you were told that you will not age during this training process, and that was true. However, the easiest way and the most fair way to ensure this is true was for all of you to receive a new body that was generated for you in the field you found yourself in. Both your consciousness and your soul currently reside in your current body. Your original body is being kept safe for you for when you return back to your world.”

One of the newcomers started to shout something, but Professor Third held up his hand again. “Let me guess what you’re going to ask. ‘But if this isn’t my body, what’s the point of getting better? What’s the point of building muscle? What’s the point of one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, a million reasons, right?’” The hawk-nosed man smiled. “It’s very simple. Magic.” He drawled out the last word and opened his hands. “Truly, the connection between body and soul is stronger than you might think it is. On top of that, your time here in the Quartet will allow you to pick up power that you take back with you. Compared to the amount of power that you will be returning with, changing your body to reflect how you will be leaving the Quartet is a very simple thing.

“The Universe requires very little poking to merely keep the rewards of hard work.”

The man continued, “And some of you might have heard that training your abilities can be dangerous, right?” Max looked around, and a few people nodded, but most of the newcomers seemed confused. The professor must have noticed the same thing because he said, “Not everyone returns from a Quartet alive.” He raised a finger and said, “Most deaths will not be final. However, the fact that none of you are here in your original body means that if you die for good, you will still be returned to your original world in your original body. However, all of the power that you have acquired here will be lost. You will still have all of your memories, though, so you have an opportunity to regain some of what is lost, even if you meet your untimely demise while training.”

That’s interesting, thought Max. He decided it made sense, too, if this was some sort of elaborately constructed effort by the Light or whoever was bankrolling this facility to produce warriors to kill monsters.

Professor Third continued, “Training will be very challenging. However, we want all of you to succeed. So although it will be difficult, it is not impossible. On top of that, you will all have a great amount of choice in deciding how your training proceeds. For instance, there are many different types of Summoners. And although you don’t have unlimited time to train, you will have enough of it to become experts.”

Several hands from people in the bleachers shot up to ask a question, but the professor ignored them. In a different, sing-song voice, he said, “But how much time, Professor?”

The hands that had been raised slowly lowered, and Third smiled. He said, “Everyone here has seven years to train. At the end of seven years, each year being three hundred and seventy days”—a few more hands that had raised lowered—“your time at the academy will be finished, and you will be sent back to your original body. Sent back to your world. In order to be finished with your training before seven years, you must complete your basic tuition, request to be discharged, and have at least three professors agree that you are ready to return. When you leave, how much time has elapsed here will have very little bearing on when you will return to your world. Some who are done with training earlier may actually return to their world later. Why is a mystery.”

Professor Third looked legitimately apologetic as he said, “Something that Challengers must understand is that when they return to their world, some time might have passed from when they disappeared. What’s more, this amount of time has nothing to do with how long you stay here at the academy. Instead, the time it takes to return is partially affected by your own personal power or accomplishments, but there’s also an element of chance to it as well, similar to how all of you received the Summoner seed in the first place. I’m sure everybody’s experiences varied, but at the same time you all know what I’m talking about.” Most of the heads of newcomers on the bleachers nodded. Max nodded, too.

“All right, that’s it for now. Thank you for listening,” said Professor Third. “I’m afraid if I tell you any more, for many of you, if not most of you, it would be too much too fast. So for now, if you could all please follow us to the receiving area of the dorms, we can help you find where you will be staying. Tomorrow you will begin learning about the classes you can take and signing up for your new curriculum after the next semester begins. There will be informational pamphlets in each of your rooms, and food will be delivered later. I’m sure that about now all of you are pretty hungry. After all, your bodies were created less than a day ago.” The man smiled. Almost nobody in the audience smiled back, but Max cracked a grin. Professor Third didn’t seem super friendly, but he definitely had a dry sense of humor.

“All right, everybody, let’s go!” Professor Third moved a few steps back, and the other two professors moved forward.

The redheaded professor, Max had already forgotten her name, said, “I know that this is a lot, and all of you are going to take a few days to adjust. Luckily, you have a week before the semester starts, so let’s try to make the most of it, okay?” Everybody in the bleachers pretty much stood at the same time and began slowly moving forward.

Max looked around and saw a myriad of expressions on dozens of strangers’ faces. Fear. Caution. Curiosity. And even terror. He tried to keep his face as impassive as possible, but his heart fluttered with expectation and probably some curiosity of his own. He had no idea how powerful a Summoner could be, or even what they did, but whatever it was, he wanted to learn how to do it.


ELEVEN


Max’s room definitely wasn’t bad. In fact, he was mildly surprised that it was as good as it was. After all, after seeing more of the Summoner Academy on the way, he hadn’t been too impressed by the rest of the grounds. Earth was a no-mana, high-technology world, and it had pretty decent facilities, at least in the richer countries. But in Albion, in Max’s past life, there’d been good facilities as well. Just because a world had low mechanical technology didn’t necessarily mean the overall technology of the world had to be low. Albion’s civilizations had learned to use mana instead of electricity to make their lives more comfortable.

The Summoner Academy was a little more rustic than Max would have guessed, but his room was thankfully less…bare bones. It sort of reminded him of a college dorm back on Earth. Although it was pretty small, it had a small but decent bed, a little desk, and a closet. But the size of the closet was respectable. All in all, Max wasn’t too dissatisfied.

There was a shared common area between his room and one other. The common area had a sitting room, a bathroom, and a kitchenette. If he had a roommate, he wasn’t sure who it was because the door to the other room didn’t open the entire time he was there, even after somebody knocked on the outside door and brought food.

There was a water tap in the kitchenette area along with mugs, so there was plenty of water and a chilled box that wasn’t quite as good as a refrigerator back on Earth but seemed to serve the same purpose. With his basic needs being taken care of, Max decided to read all of his pamphlets. The first one was about Summoners in general; the second was about the Summoner Academy and the world that it existed in, as well as the history of the Quartets being established. The third one was about the different classes offered in the Summoner Academy and what prerequisites they required, if any. The fourth one was about the Eternal Struggle and how worlds were destroyed by portals and monsters. This pamphlet was the shortest and had a brief history, but most of it seemed to be conjecture rather than fact.

Max made a face after flipping through that last pamphlet and decided it wasn’t really worth much. He already knew that Earth was under attack, after all. What he wanted to know was why and how. And the pamphlet he’d just skimmed didn’t really seem to answer those questions, so he lost interest. After that, he returned to the first pamphlet, the one about Summoners in general, and as he read through it, his heart sank. Now he understood why the angel had considered Summoners so weak.

It turned out that Summoners were very different from what Max had assumed they might be. In his mind, a Summoner would be pulling dragons out of nowhere to fight in their stead, sort of like maybe a Necromancer, but using monsters instead of the undead. He’d been envisioning a “Summoner” class in some games on Earth. But this was not the case. There were several other classes the pamphlet listed that could perform similar feats. Conjurers, Necromancers, and Beast Tamers all had similar powers to what Max had been imagining.

Instead of creating random constructs or…making monsters or pulling them from somewhere else out of thin air, a Summoner was actually a bit closer to a beast tamer, except instead of living animals, a Summoner made contracts with individual entities that could exist in the astral or spiritual plane. Spirits. And since Summoners had to convince spirits to sign a contract with them through coercion or force, each Summoner’s ability to contract and manifest a spirit was directly related to their willpower, creativity, and luck.

What this meant was that the average Summoner had maybe one, if not two, spirits that they could manifest for various things. And the way a Summoner fought was usually ordering the spirits to carry something, or fight for them, or frighten or distract an enemy. Of course, the problem was that spirits in general were not very strong or coordinated. And if an enemy was dumb or bloodlusted or disciplined enough, no amount of shrieking or whispers in the ear would have any effect. Meanwhile, the average Conjurer could create several monsters out of thin air using mana. They weren’t very powerful Path, either, but Summoners were worse. The pamphlet tried to sugarcoat this fact, but Max could read between the lines, and he sighed.

At face value, Summoners definitely seemed very underwhelming. He tried not to let it get his spirits down, though. He had basically already made the decision to be the best Summoner he could be. Any tool or weapon he could pick up before heading back to Earth was a good thing. This attitude had served him well in his past life and later on Earth. As usual, whenever he thought of Earth, his thoughts began straying to his parents, and a background worry started to bubble up.

He ruthlessly suppressed his worries. Obsessing about things that he couldn’t control right now would not be helpful and might even start him on a spiral of depression. He didn’t need that.

It was getting late. He no longer had any light coming through his window at all. So he turned on the magic lamp at his desk and continued to read his pamphlets.

The next one he went through was about the classes offered at the Summoner Academy and all the electives he could take. This pamphlet made him raise his eyebrows. Max was fairly impressed.

Summoner Academy had far more classes available than he would have ever imagined, some of them not even being magical in nature at all. For instance, there was a basic self-defense class, a traps class, a woodland survival class, and even several cooking classes. Max flipped through pages and pages of course names and descriptions. He ripped a page out of the very back of the book, one with thanks and acknowledgments printed on it, and tore it up. Instant scrap page marks. He wasn’t making any decisions yet and didn’t even know how many classes he’d be able to take. He wanted to save the pages that he thought might be good candidates.

The last pamphlet he read was about the history of the college and the nature of the Quartet that it existed in. This pamphlet, more than any of the others, blew his mind. The Summoner Academy was one of four schools that existed in this Quartet pocket dimension. The Quartet was larger than he might have originally assumed. As it turned out, the Summoner Academy was actually fairly small. The other schools were much larger. Each Path university had its own grounds behind it, and all four schools shared a large central area between them. Where Max had appeared in the dirty field had been one of the areas behind the Summoner Academy set aside for new arrivals. Each of the other schools had a similar area, but he was beginning to suspect that they were likely much nicer.

In every Quartet, each school was mostly staffed and even partially funded by alumni. In ancient times, the Path universities had been created by unknown or forgotten powers. Since then, they had largely been kept running through the efforts of the surviving Challengers that had trained there.

Now Max knew why there were so many classes available at the Summoner Academy.

Any Challenger that returned to their world was not sure to win the fight. Some worlds were actually destroyed or overrun by monsters. When that happened, some Challengers were given the opportunity or found an opportunity to return to the academy, where they got a new body that didn’t age. So some of the instructors at the Summoner Academy could be hundreds of years old, if not older.

Apparently some Challengers who won the fight for their world could return, too, but the pamphlet said such a thing was rare and then didn’t really explain why.

Max was floored. He would have never imagined any of this to be possible, even after all of his time on Albion. The oldest people on Albion had been the elves, but they were basically just immortal, not inhabiting some sort of mana-created, borrowed body like Max currently was. “No wonder there is a time limit for training,” he said out loud. Otherwise the Quartet could be completely full!

The pamphlet had more information on the Quartet system, too, some of which Max was more curious about than others. It turned out that there were clubs and groups within every Path university, but there were also competitions between the schools themselves. The handbook that Max was reading conspicuously didn’t mention any wins or losses by the Summoner Academy. He didn’t take that as a good sign.

When he finished the handbook, he put it down and tapped his finger on the cover. “What have I gotten myself into?” he muttered. But then he grinned, deciding he was up for the challenge.

Even though Summoners seemed weak, he was confident he could find ways to make his new power work for him. More importantly, he’d already been the Hero of Albion in his past life. Although the mana concentration in the Quartet wasn’t high enough for him to train his old powers very well, he knew he could recover at least some of his abilities in this place. That should mean when returned to his original body and went back to Earth, he should be much stronger upon his return than he had been in multiple ways.

Constant, low-level worry for Earth, his family, and his friends was likely going to be something he lived with constantly from now on. But the warrior in him was excited for the opportunity to achieve some of his old power and even learn this new, mysterious Path.

Max got up from his desk and checked the closet. He raised an eyebrow when he saw that the only things hanging inside were several sleeping gowns. It made a certain sort of sense. After all, the occupant of this room could have been a man or woman or even not human. If Max had a tail, for instance, the nightgown was probably the most practical way of wearing some sort of pajamas. He shrugged, got out of his clothes, and put on the nightgown. Then he flopped onto the bed and began to fall asleep.

Before he was out, he took advantage of the elevated mana in the Quartet to give himself an alarm to wake up and set up an automated process in his body to collect and claim the mana around him. With this sort of process active, he should only need a few hours of sleep. He set his mental alarm accordingly. His last thought before falling asleep was that it would have been nice if he’d gotten a better new Path than he had. But it wasn’t in Max’s nature to merely accept any conventional wisdom on any world.

If there was any way to make Summoner work for him, he’d find it.

And if he avoided thinking about what was going on back on Earth, the sheer convenience of having a mana clock again was delicious.


TWELVE


The next day, Max woke up right on time, his internal clock gently nudging him awake. He sat up, stretched, and thought about how glorious it was to wake up this way in this lifetime. More than anything back on Earth, being able to wake up without feeling like hell on two legs was something he had missed from Albion. However, after waking up feeling great, he realized he had a problem. The only thing he had to change into was his simple shabby clothing from earlier.

He decided to take a shower despite the dirt on his clothes and grumbled as he stopped changing clothes, just going out to the common area in his sleeping gown.

In the shower, he inspected his current body, comparing it to his memories on Earth. Deep down, he was still a little skeptical that a new, borrowed body could feel exactly like his old one. By the end of his shower, he believed everything, though. All the little scars he’d gotten from Earth were even there.

Once his shower was done, Max went back to his room and changed into his somewhat ratty clothing. It was still dark outside, so he decided to take a quick walk around the academy.

The way his dorm was structured had hallways off both sides of a central landing on each floor. One side of the hallway was for men and one side was for women. There was a desk in the landing area, but nobody was on duty. He hadn’t seen anything about fraternization policies or anything like that in the handbooks, so he assumed no such rules existed. After heading down the stairs, he discovered that the very bottom floor landing had someone on duty with a simple sash on that read “Monitor.”

Just like the pamphlets that Max had read the night before, the writing on the sash was in the same unfamiliar language that he inexplicably knew now.

The monitor on duty was a man with long hair in his late twenties or early thirties. He was clean-shaven with a nose ring, and if he was from Earth, Max would have thought he looked Latino. He’d been reading a book and looked up at Max in surprise. “Already awake, huh?”

“Yeah, I didn’t need much sleep,” said Max.

The man put his book down and said, “Most of the other new Challengers probably will, though. Get a lot of sleep, that is. Usually, the day after we get a new arrival group, some instructors have to go down each hallway and bang on doors to wake everybody up. If someone is sleeping too much, a professor might even send one of their summons into the room, and that can be unpleasant for a newbie.” He chuckled, eyes far away, lost in memories.

Max nodded slowly. “All right, well, I’m up and can’t go to sleep. Can’t help it so this is when my day starts. On that note, what time does the day actually start?”

“It depends,” said the monitor. “Oh, by the way, what’s your name?”

“Ah, I’m Max. What about you?”

The monitor pointed at himself with a thumb and said, “Just call me Chango.”

“Will do, Chango. So when does the day start?”

Chango pointed at a clock behind him on the wall and said, “As you can see, right now, it’s about four o’clock. Breakfast every day starts at six, but classes don’t actually begin until ten in the morning, usually.”

“That seems weird,” said Max. “Kinda late, huh?”

Chango chuckled. “That’s because this is the Summoner Academy. And even though everyone looks down on us, we’re still basically magic casters. All the warrior martial types like to start things before the sun even rises, but magical types usually tend to be night owls. Research, gatherings, that sort of thing.”

Max nodded. “So since all of the new people are onboarding, what time do I need to be ready for all of that?”

“If you’re back here before ten, you should be fine. Honestly, probably only half of the newcomers are even going to get breakfast.”

Max nodded again, said his thanks, and turned to leave. But then he looked back. “Wait a second. How did you know I was new? This dorm has five floors, and I was on the fourth.”

“This dorm isn’t even close to full. None of them are. And I recognize everybody who already lives here. You’re also wearing the clothes of a new arrival. Everyone tries to change out of that stuff as soon as they can, even if they make it themselves.”

Max raised his eyebrows and said, “Fair enough.” Then he gave Chango a friendly wave and headed out the door.

There was nobody else on campus, at least not that Max could see, and he was glad he’d decided to take a walk while there wouldn’t be any distractions. He had only seen a small portion of the Summoner Academy so far. And after reading the booklet about Summoners, and especially after talking to Chango about how few people were in the dorms, he had expected campus to be tiny, maybe even like a community college. I really need to stop making assumptions, Max thought.

The campus was actually fairly large, bigger than the state college that Max had attended back on Earth. His dorm might not be full, and maybe the others weren’t, either, but he counted ten of each dorm building. Each of them looked about the same size, too. His hallway had fifteen doors per side, so a total of thirty. And if each one led to two rooms, that would be sixty rooms per hall. There were two hallways per floor, one on each side of the stairwell, so one hundred twenty students per floor. With five floors and ten buildings, there were enough rooms for over five thousand students.

He assumed there were other forms of housing, too. After all, he highly doubted the professors lived in the dorms.

Max remembered what he’d read in the Quartet pamphlet, that the Summoner Academy was smaller than the other schools in this Quartet, and he soundlessly whistled. The implications were staggering since newcomers to the Quartet were from worlds that were being destroyed, under siege by monsters. He had known for a very long time that in the grand scheme of things, he was small. He’d always understood this to some degree. But now, after thinking about the sheer scale of the Eternal Struggle, and the fact that this Quartet was only one of thousands, maybe even millions, he felt tiny in a way that he hadn’t since his childhood and his first life.

The campus’ school area was large, too. There were five buildings, each one of them the size of a convention center back on Earth. Signs on each building named them. Max saw two of them: one was “Earth” building, and one was “Fire.” Western-style elements, huh? he thought. Or maybe it still could be Eastern. He wasn’t sure, but it did seem like the buildings were named after the elements.

Max went wherever his feet took him, and after hanging a left in a courtyard with a dry fountain, he found himself in a garden. Up until this point, he felt that the campus was large but wasn’t particularly pretty. The garden was the opposite. It was relatively small but absolutely beautiful. Whoever took care of this garden definitely took great pride in their work. There were four different seating areas with benches around it, as well as a central area that Max imagined someone could have a picnic at.

At this point, Max began to get pretty hungry, and even though he hadn’t bothered to keep perfect track of time, he assumed that it was probably around six o’clock by now. So he decided to figure out where the cafeteria was. It took him a while, but he eventually found a campus map behind glass in a hallway. From then, it was relatively straightforward to find one of the two cafeterias. It turned out the college had more than one. Max went to the underclassmen cafeteria. He had a feeling that if he went to the graduate cafeteria, he’d be turned away.

At the very least he’d look stupid eating there in his field rags.

As he got close to the cafeteria, he thought about the food that he’d received the night before. There had actually been several options to choose from on a rolling trolley cart that a bored-looking woman had been pushing down the hallway, and Max had grabbed something simple at the time. Something like hot dogs. He wondered what breakfast was going to look like.

Inside the cafeteria, there was a person sitting behind a counter, similar to how Chango had been watching the downstairs landing of his dorm. The woman at this counter held a thick rod of stone, perhaps some kind of wand, and held it above Max’s hand. Max didn’t see any change with the wand, or on his hand, but the woman nodded her head in acknowledgment of something and waved Max through.

There were four general sections in the cafeteria. After a quick few minutes of exploration, he realized that the different areas were for different physiologies. There were signs with lists of species that were cleared to eat in that wing of the cafeteria, and Max went into the side that said “human.” In this section, there were a number of different options for food, more than he would have expected given the humble nature of the Summoner Academy. He wasn’t displeased. After all, he was pretty easy when it came to breakfast, and he was happy to find that he was able to load up his plate on scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast similar to what he liked back on Earth.

He sat down, finished his food, and went back to the dorm, waiting for the day to officially start. So classes are going to start in a week, he thought. A kernel of excitement grew within him. He hadn’t forgotten his family or his friends, but it had been a while since he’d felt this same spirit of adventure.


THIRTEEN


The next day was not very eventful, as it was mostly taken up with more processing and various meetings where most of what Max had already learned by reading the pamphlets was explained to the group by professors, usually Professor Happy. But during this time, the newcomers also familiarized themselves with the academy and with the Quartet.

On the second day, Max actually discovered that he wasn’t the only person from Earth, either. There was one other person that he found in the group of about a hundred that had come from Earth. There might have been more, but that was the only person he’d met so far. His name was Lance, and he was from Canada.

Max was actually pretty sure there were actually one or two others in the newcomer group from Earth, but a lot of the new Summoner students were super quiet, still in shock. He couldn’t confirm it. But another candidate was a woman that he was pretty sure was from China, and another was a middle-aged man that he thought might be from New Zealand or Australia. Max still wasn’t super great with Earth accents, and even though everyone was speaking a new language, most of them still had some sort of accent influenced by their native languages.

Lance was twenty-seven years old and had been working as a bank manager when Vancouver was attacked. Max learned several interesting things by talking to Lance. First of all, even though he’d showed up in the field at the same time Max had, he’d killed a goblin with a shovel hours after the attack.

The man was also having difficulty adjusting to the new environment. Max definitely didn’t hold it against him since on Earth there was no magic or mana, and every single thing about the Quartet would be new and unfamiliar. Meanwhile, Max was adjusting quickly. Since his first life was on Avalon, he was able to adapt.

On the third day, almost everybody had begun to settle down a bit, and the next two days were scheduled basically as workshops for all of the newcomers to find out more about the classes that were being offered. They were told to spend time researching their options so they could make a decision on their schedule for the new semester. The deadline for turning in their class choices would be right after those two days were up. Max thought was very generous since that only gave the faculty two more days to prepare before the beginning of the semester.

Of course, this meant Max’s group of newcomers would only have two days after choosing classes to actually start school, too.

After another short seminar with some of the professors on cafeteria etiquette and nutrition, Max went to the cafeteria with Lance. Like they had the day before, they grabbed a table outside to eat at. Today, Lance had been looking more depressed than normal. Max had only known him for a short while, but he had already gotten used to his mood swings. Lance seemed like a good, solid guy. And tall, dark, and handsome as he was, he had probably been popular with the ladies back on Earth. But he was not a fighter at all.

Max wasn’t even sure that Lance had been in a fight as a school kid. Everything they were going through was a huge adjustment for him. On top of that, his personality was the worrying type, which was quite possibly the absolute worst in a wartime situation…or for people whose worldview had just been turned sideways.

For a serious, peaceful man like Lance, being told he had truly chosen to be a warrior for his entire world was something he hadn’t been taking well. Max watched his new friend pick at his food and some vegetables.

Meanwhile, Max was in a pretty good mood. At least his clothes were clean. The day before, Max’s group had been given two extra basic outfits and instructions on how to get their dirty clothes laundered in the dorms.

The newcomers wouldn’t actually be issued any better robes or clothing until after classes started, and maybe not even then. The academy was a meritocracy, and students received rewards based on performance. Strangely enough, the Summoner Academy had no dress code other than a badge. The badge would always be somewhere on their person—they’d been told it had magic that resisted being hidden.

Nobody in the new class had any money or much of an idea of how to earn it.

Max rubbed his chin, thinking about being broke. It felt like he’d been broke for the better part of two lives now and nothing ever really changed.

He rubbed his chin as he stared at his food. For lunch, he’d chosen something pretty close to pizza. He had already made a decision that the next day he was going to start working out and eating right again. This was going to be his last huzzah of whatever passed for junk food in the Quartet.

Suddenly, Lance looked up at Max and frowned. “Doesn’t anything ever bother you, Max?”

Where did that come from? Max blinked rapidly and held up a hand, palm forward. “Whoa, dude. I’m not the enemy here. That was kind of a heavy thing to say out the gate. I was literally just worried about how we’re all broke and at the very bottom of a new ladder here.”

Lance ran a hand through his close-cropped hair and sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. All of this just stresses me, you know. I’m worried about my girlfriend and my mom. Meanwhile, we’re sitting around classrooms just twiddling our thumbs.”

Max looked at him for a second before nodding slowly and saying, “I can see how you would feel that way, but remember, when we leave this school, like, leaving Summoner Academy earlier, doesn’t necessarily mean we’re going to get back to Earth quicker. Might as well get strong as possible.”

“That’s the kind of thing I’m talking about, though. Do we have any proof of that, or are we just supposed to believe them? They’d told us lots of things, but everyone seems to be just swallowing it down. Accepting it. I know you well enough now to know you’re not really much of a yes man. So why are you just moving on like everything they’ve told you is true?”

Max looked glumly down at his nibbled-on pizza. He poked it with his fork and remembered how people back on Earth had thought he was strange for not eating pizza with his hands. He said, “That is a decent question. But I don’t think they’re lying.”

“Why?”

“Because of a few things. First, if this is all a lie, it has got to be the most carefully planned, high-energy trickery I’ve ever heard of, ever. Not to mention, before all of us came here, we met a messenger, and I don’t know about you, but while I was in that place, I could feel that she was the real deal. At the very least I knew what was happening was important. Not only that, all of us saw the screen pop up asking if we wanted to come here, to chase power. Every single person here chose yes. If we’d chosen no, we’d probably still be back on Earth. Then we wouldn’t have the opportunity to learn anything new.

“Don’t get me wrong, it kind of irritates me that we just got a random Path once we got there, but I’ve been thinking about that the last few days and I’m not even sure what I would have picked. Like, I got the feeling I had limited time in that place. You said you felt the same way. Meanwhile, I had a thousand potential Paths! How was I going to make any kind of informed decision?”

“You had a thousand possible Paths? My angel told me I had three.”

“Oh.”

“I guess that sucks even more for you then, right?” said Lance. “I only rolled bad out of three to get Summoner.” He chuckled, then sobered. He breathed deeply and said, “Now I just keep thinking about how I killed that goblin with a shovel. You know, back in Vancouver. Like, yeah, it was a small monster, but if I could kill one with a shovel, maybe other people were killing tons of them with guns. Maybe the military already won. You know? Maybe I would have been better off just staying on Earth and finding somebody who could give me a gun or sell me one and just fight like that. Be active. Here…who knows when I’ll get back?”

Max folded his arms. He said, “I understand your logic. Like, I can see where you’re going with this. But think about how long we’re going to be here for. Less than seven years, right? So that means, theoretically, everybody who goes back to Earth from one of these Path colleges or whatever is going to have knowledge that they might be able to teach to other people on our planet how to do what we do. None of the professors here will give me a straight answer yet, but it was likely something like ten thousand to one hundred thousand people on Earth that were given an opportunity to train like we are. In a Quartet.”

“Yeah,” said Lance, “I know, and I tell myself that. But what really throws me is the time. Like, we don’t know if we’re going to get back in a day or years. All they’ll say for sure is we will be back with less time having passed on Earth than in the Quartet.”

“That’s true,” Max said. “That’s another thing I can’t quite get a straight answer on yet. I think it really does come down to the individual, though. I’ve heard that some of the prizes that we can win from duels or competitions and things like that are not only gear for ourselves but some sort of way to go back to our world even quicker. You’re not the only person who’s worried about people back home. Like, you’ve been logical so far with your concerns. But logically, if your girlfriend is still alive, there’s not much you could do for her one way or another right now as you are. And if she’s alive, she should still be alive when you get back, too.”

Max scratched his cheek and added, “Sorry, that was kinda harsh.”

“Probably true, though.” Lance started to say something more but stopped. Then he sighed and put a spoonful of soup in his mouth before swallowing. “I just think about them every day, you know? Like every minute, every hour. And I wonder if I’m doing the right thing. But I already made the decision. And at the time, there was no time to really think about it. I made a snap judgment, and now I’ve got to wait a few years to find out if I made the right decision. And that’s if I don’t die or screw everything up.”

Max felt bad about what he’d just said a few seconds ago and tried to make his new friend feel better. “All you can do is the best you can. And like I said, anything we come back to Earth with is going to be more weapons we can use to fight back against whatever is happening there. Imagine if you return and can teach your kid what you learn in this place. And what is happening to Earth, it’s not rare. By that way, that is yet another thing I can’t quite get a straight answer on yet. Like, there are apparently a bajillion of these Quartets floating around the universe that all get fresh new students every year. How many freakin’ worlds are burning? But if we do what we’re supposed to do here, we can return with knowledge to help everyone.

“In fact,” Max quietly confided, “that’s one of the things I keep telling myself whenever I worry about my parents. I had some skills I could teach people back home, but I’m not sure it would be enough. But what we’re learning here, this Summoner stuff, I might be able to teach somebody when I get back if they have the talent to be a Summoner.”

The sincerity in Max’s voice wasn’t forced. He was telling the truth. This was something he’d actually thought about over the last couple of days. Yes, he was the Hero in his previous life, and he’d been a Blade Sorcerer. But becoming a Blade Sorcerer was an incredibly difficult thing to do that took an incredible amount of time.

In fact, his understanding of what it took to become a Blade Sorcerer, including what he’d learned about this particular Quartet, had given him the theory that each Quartet was different and they all had different time limits for training. For instance, this Quartet was a seven-year Quartet. He didn’t know where that ranked with the rest of them, but he did know that he couldn’t imagine anybody learning to be a Blade Sorcerer, even if they were incredibly talented, in less than twenty years.

In his previous life, Max had been considered a genius among geniuses, and it had still taken him ten years to truly reach basic mastery of his powers. On top of that, the talent to be a Blade Sorcerer was exceptionally rare.

But ironically, it seemed like the talent to be a Summoner was rare, too, even though it was widely considered one of the weakest Paths. At least it seemed to take a lot less time to learn than Blade Sorcerer mastery.

Lance nodded, and they both ate in silence for a while. Then Lance began chatting about home, and he told Max about his girlfriend and his little daughter for about the thirtieth time.

Once the two of them got done with eating, they got up and began shuffling back to the newbie area with the other newcomers. Max was looking forward to having time to himself later in the day for self-study so he could really nail down what classes he wanted to take when the semester started. But everyone had one more big assembly for the day.

Other students whispered rumors that the assembly would be really important.

“I’m really tired of all these assemblies,” grumbled Lance.

“Me and you both. But they take attendance. I’m not sure what happens if we skip, but I don’t want to find out.”

“Me neither.”

“Guess we just need to get this last meeting out of the way and finally start choosing classes.”

“Yeah,” said Lance. “Maybe I’ll start feeling better about everything once we actually get to start learning things. Like, I don’t know how to do anything right now. I’m just a dude from Earth wearing crappier clothes than before.”

“Me and you both.”


FOURTEEN


Max and Lance headed over to the auditorium where their group of newcomers had received almost all of the informational assemblies over the last few days. After Max took a seat, he noted the usual group of five staff in the middle of the floor waiting for them. Now that he had been at the academy a few days, he knew more about them.

Interestingly enough, the redheaded professor Munka actually was not a Summoner. She was a Sorceress and was still faculty in the Summoner Academy, just not a teaching professor. She helped with transportation spells and such. The two martial-looking types, some sort of Academy security, were still present but seemed awfully bored. Without people in Max’s group freaking out and trying to burn down the building or something, they didn’t have much of a job.

The other new students trickled in from lunch, slowly at first, but then much faster. All of the students had been asked to be on time after everyone’s very first morning. To Max’s amusement, every new Challenger had been given what was effectively a magic watch, and they’d all been taught how to set time on it.

That had been when the group got their first spiel about rules in the Quartet. They’d been told that during their first few days, a few disciplinary problems would likely get a pass, but after the actual semester started, too many infractions and a student’s file would begin receiving demerits. And demerits were bad.

In addition to learning how to be a Summoner in the Summoner Academy, students would also be earning artifacts, tools, weapons, and even special instruction. Any demerits would count against anything fortunate a student could otherwise receive, including eventually losing their standard dorm rooms.

Max had heard about disciplinary dorms elsewhere on campus.

Something like this had to be true due to the existence of the demerit system, and it fascinated Max. The logical conclusion of some students getting kicked out of classes and the dorms suggested that those who didn’t want to be taught were just kept in one area by themselves until their seven years ran out. Like a prison. And once their time was up and they vanished or were sent away or whatever happened—because they obviously were not going to graduate—they’d return to their home world.

Max had a long list in his head of things to find out more information about, and this subject was definitely one of them.

Eventually, in the middle of the room, Professor Third checked his watch and nodded. “Head count,” he asked Professor Happy.

The friendlier professor glanced at a rectangle in his hand. “Everyone’s here,” he answered with a smile.

“Wonderful,” said Professor Third. Then he turned to the bleachers. “What we are here to discuss today is our Quartet. This discussion is perhaps among the least important from the perspective of all of you choosing your curriculum for the beginning of the semester. However, it’s also a subject that needed to wait until one of our last assemblies, or you would not have the necessary background into this new world to understand most of what I was talking about.” He paused and looked at Professor Happy. “Or so some of our faculty believe.”

Professor Happy shrugged and made a little shooing gesture at the senior professor, who turned back to the rest of us and said, “I’m going to tell you about the other academies in our Quartet. As you all know, we are the Summoner Academy, but in our Quartet, we also have the Mystic Spear Academy, the Replicators Academy, and the Elemental Shifters Academy. Each one of those schools is larger than our Summoner Academy, but they are not more important than you, nor do they automatically have more power than you, regardless of what any of their students might ever tell you.” He frowned after this. “The Mystic Spear Academy people in particular.”

Then he continued, “Something that you will learn about the Quartets the longer you stay here, and especially if you are talented or fortunate enough to travel to any other Quartets, is that every Quartet generally has four universities that can fall into four predetermined categories. One Martial Path, one Magical Path, one External Path or External Power, and one Transformational Path. In our Quartet, the Mystic Spear Academy is the Martial Path. The Summoner Academy is a Magic Path. Replicators have an Internal Power Path, and elemental shifters have a Transformational Path.

“So now you know of the general four types of Paths. But on top of that, every Path has its own sub-paths. For instance, Summoners can largely be said to fall into one of three groups. Movers, Screamers, and Solids. Instruction on what that actually means will wait once your school year starts. But in general, the Summoner Path is like any other path where the sub-paths are offensive, defensive, and utility. Summoners have a lot more overlap between sub-paths than most other great Paths do, mainly because we are borrowing power from our contracted spirits.

“Experts can combine any of the two sub-paths. Geniuses and masters might be able to combine all three, but each path has a unique, signature passage to power as well. Sometimes more than one. And understanding the Paths to power is the first step to actually getting lucky enough to discover a signature passage yourself.

“I know that right now most of you will not understand what I’m talking about, but at this point you will probably remember these words later in the school year when you’re learning more about being a Summoner. These facts—that every Path has similarities—are important. Because in the future, if you are tested, or others try to make you feel like you are automatically weak or inferior due to your Path compared to theirs, don’t forget that every Path is a viable way to attain power for yourself and to protect your world.”

Professor Third looked around at them all solemnly and said, “Thank you for being on time today. That is all. This is it. Now you’re going to start being on your own. For the next two days, please do visit the library or discuss classes with your student guides, or perhaps even book an appointment with campus reps or student guides until you need to turn in your class list. Keep in mind the opening ceremony begins in four more days.” Then he said, “Good luck.” He turned around and headed for the exit door. Redheaded Professor Munka followed him, as well as one of the martial staff. Only Professor Happy and the remaining martial-looking man stayed. The two remained in order to help the newcomers link up with the student guides who were all lining one side of the wall and giving awkward smiles.

Lance and Max exchanged a glance. He whispered, “Do you know what classes you’re going to sign up for yet?”

Max shook his head and said, “I’m about eighty percent there, I think, you?”

“I have no clue.”

“Well, it’s a good thing we have two more days to think about it, then,” Max said. The two of them got up along with everyone else and went down to talk with the student advisors.

[image: ]


Max sat in a corner of a study room with Lance, and the two of them compared notes.

Lance said, “This is the weirdest college I’ve ever heard of in my life. But then again, we are in another dimension and learning to fight monsters.” He chuckled without humor at his own joke.

Max shook his head. “It’s not really that weird. Just don’t think about it as a college.”

“What do you mean?”

Max pointed at his notes and said, “Instead of thinking about it as a college like back on Earth, think about it as a combat-oriented high school instead. Like, yes, we can pick classes, but they’re more like electives. Most, anyway. And some of them are classes that we need to have, like required classes. We all basically have homeroom, too. They just don’t call it homeroom here.”

Lance nodded slowly. “Yeah, I see what you mean. Summoner class is basically homeroom for everyone.”

“Exactly,” said Max. “And it’s the only class that everybody will take year after year for the entire seven years unless they eventually graduate early and leave.”

Lance pursed his lips. “Isn’t that kind of weird, though? Like if the class is there for seven years, how can you graduate before it’s all done? Like graduate early?”

“I’m not one hundred percent sure about that. But I’m pretty sure that the last few years are either optional or maybe remedial training or something like that. But to be honest, I don’t think either one of us has enough information yet to say either way. The only thing certain is that I’ve heard of people graduating after only two years, but the majority of people seem to take around six.”

Lance said, “That’s what I’ve heard, too. So what are you going to do?”

Max tapped his notes and said, “Well, one thing that is like normal college here, maybe even like some high schools, is how we can sign up for enough classes that we’d basically have no free time. But I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not? Time?”

“That’s exactly it. For me, probably some of the more interesting classes are the ones that we’ll be leaving this Quartet for. Extracurriculars or field trips or homework or however we’re supposed to think of it. Like going to dungeons or hunting or whatever.”

“Why?”

“Because I think the practical skills will probably be more useful since we’re basically training to fight, not fill out paperwork in a future office job.”

“This is so trippy, man,” said Lance. “Every time I feel like I’ve got a handle on everything going on, I hear something like what you just said and it throws me for a loop all over again.”

“Well, this is reality,” said Max, shrugging.

“Yeah, you’re right. Sorry to be a drag.”

“No, I’m not upset about it, especially not from you. Especially since at least I’ve got somebody to talk to from Earth. It’s grounding, you know? If I didn’t have anybody here who knew anything about Earth, I think I’d feel much more lost than I already do.”

“Gotcha.” Lance gestured at Max. “What about you, though? You’re younger than me and you still seem to be taking all of this super casually.”

“Well, maybe I’m just hiding it well,” said Max. “I’m worried about Earth, too, and especially my family, but I guess you could say that I have an old soul.”

Lance gave Max a skeptical look and pointed to his notes again. “Okay, Old Soul. So let’s say I agree with you about practical stuff being the most important. It looks like a lot of those classes aren’t even available for our first year or at least not in our first semester. So what are you going to do?”

Max tapped his chin. “The way I figure it, you’re mostly right, but if I get a few classes out of the way in the first semester, I can get more practical classes in the second. So right now, I’m thinking that I can have a few other Summoner-related classes along with the Summoner homeroom class just like everybody else. And instead of taking the maximum number of seven classes per semester, I think I’m going to take five. That gives me enough time to do any extracurricular activities I want to do or maybe training on my own. The days here are a little bit longer than Earth but not that much longer.”

“Yeah, that’s weird, too,” said Lance.

Max shook his head. “Maybe a little bit, but think about how lucky we got. At least a week is seven days here and a day is still somewhat close to what we’re used to. There are probably people here who have weeks on their home worlds that are super different than here. So from a certain point of view, it’s easier for us to get used to some of this stuff than maybe some of the others.”

“I hadn’t thought about it that way before.” Lance chuckled. “We’re basically going to school with some actual aliens. That one really quiet guy in our group even has horns.”

Max nodded, and the two of them quietly went through the lists of classes again. Even though he was trying to be encouraging for Lance’s sake, the fact he knew so little about what it meant to actually be a Summoner was frustrating. He felt like he was shooting in the dark, trying to fill his time in this strange new place in a productive way. There were just too many unknowns.

At least he’d gotten some more information from the student advisors. It seemed that four or five classes per semester was about normal for people that took Summoner Academy seriously, so he’d decided to default to that. Some of the classes were still very interesting to him but didn’t have tons of practical value, like some of the art classes. And some of them wouldn’t be very useful to him, like the self-defense courses. However, he was trying not to be arrogant. If he saw anything that might change his mind, he was open to changing his opinion on the matter. But one thing he’d been doing over the last couple days was seeking out the upperclassmen students acting as advisors and asking what certain classes were actually like.

Lance said, “I feel like my head is swimming. You have anything more nailed down yet?”

“Well, we still have a few days to figure this out, but I think that right now, Basic Group Combat, Monster Knowledge 101, Challenger Path Lore, and Summoner Lore 101 are the classes I want to take.”

“Summoner Lore, what’s that one?” asked Lance.

Max brought out his pamphlet listing available classes and found his bookmark for the appropriate page. He opened it and pushed it over to Lance. “It’s basically a class about all the various entities that a Summoner can contract with.”

“Wouldn’t that already be in Summoner class?” asked Lance.

Max pointed at the page and said, “Obviously not. Why else would the class exist? My guess is that Summoner class, at least at first, is just about how to be a Summoner. But this class that I want to take is about all of the different options we have. It’s more advanced. I like the idea of knowing more about Spirits, figuring out what kind of contracts I’d want.”

“Thinking big already, huh? Isn’t it already pretty lucky to get a contract with a good spirit in the first year as it is? You want to look for options already?”

Max shrugged. “Go big or go home.”

Lance thought about his options more while Max continued to look through his handbook, double- and triple-thinking his decisions. Finally, Lance announced, “I think I get why you picked the classes you listed. But…Beginner Combat. That’s probably a must-have for me. I’m also going to take a survival class and a mind-strengthening course…Mind Strengthening 101.”

“Oh really?” asked Max, somewhat surprised.

“Yeah,” said Lance. “That Basic Group Combat course is only recommended if you already know how to fight, and I don’t. Weren’t you like military or something? Back on Earth?”

Max laughed and shook his head. “No, I told you I was a student.”

“Pretty confident for a student,” said Lance. “Maybe MMA or something?”

Max nodded. “Yeah, something like that.”

“Okay, well, I’ve never even done martial arts, so I think Basic Combat would be a good class for me.”

“What about the mind strengthening?” asked Max.

Lance absently tapped his own handbook as he said, “It’s kind of about what you said before, how what we’re learning here is maybe stuff we can take back to Earth and teach people. It’s the same reason I’m taking the survival course, too. I figure that food and water and all that good stuff will probably be scarce after we get back, at least for a while. I want to make sure I can take care of my family.

“But about the mental stuff… There are a lot of people that I saw freeze up when monsters attacked or when crazy stuff was happening back on Earth. So maybe if I learn how to have a stronger mind in a course like this, I can also learn how to teach that to others.”

Max gave Lance a respectful look and said, “That makes total sense to me. So you’re pretty sure about all of this?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I guess that means that you and me are in the same position now,” said Max. “If we’ve already figured out what we want to do, we just have an extra day to kill, huh?”

Lance stood up at the same time as Max. “Seems like it. Didn’t you say something about how you’re going to start working out tomorrow?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, would you mind if I joined you? I’m thinking since I’m taking the combat class anyway that it would be a good idea if I started working out again, too. I haven’t done anything like that since I was in high school.”

“Really?” asked Max. He looked at his new friend and raised an eyebrow. “I just assumed you worked out.”

“Nah,” said Lance. “I just got good genes from my parents. Some of my friends back in Canada hated me for it.”

“Well, can’t blame them,” said Max. “You lucky mofo.”

Lance laughed and said, “Yeah, really lucky.” He looked around him with a meaningful glance. His voice fell. “Actually, that was kind of a shitty thing to say, wasn’t it? We have good food. I mean, I’m still alive, and I got an opportunity to learn magic and shit—uh, stuff here.”

“Well, one of the weakest magic shits,” said Max. “But yeah, still better than the folks back on Earth who aren’t learning magic and probably having a hard time.”

“Exactly,” said Lance. “Sometimes I just need to remind myself of this kind of stuff to keep perspective. Feels like I get tunnel vision sometimes, just thinking about my girlfriend and my kid. But it’s a big world. Damn.” He shook his head.

Max nodded, and the two men left the study room. “So what now?”

Lance looked around them at small groups of students talking and said, “How about we explore a little? Like we don’t have any money yet, but I would like to know what I’m working toward, you know? I also need to find out more about making money. Can’t we get jobs or something?”

“Now that I do not know,” said Max, “but yeah, I like the idea of exploring. Do you want to go check out the central area of the Quartet? That square or whatever between the four schools?”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” said Lance. “It’s not an off-limits area or anything like that, is it?”

“Not that I know of. And I’ve gone over the entire pamphlet on the rules of the Quartet.”

“I only skimmed it,” admitted Lance. “All right, I don’t have any money, but I suppose it won’t hurt anything to go window shop to kill time.”

“All right, I’m game.”

The two of them walked through the entire academy, heading to an area that Max hadn’t explored yet. When he got to the edge of the Summoner Academy, he began to wonder if they might have made a mistake.
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At the edge of the Summoner Academy, Max only saw one or two other students in the very plain, grubby, medieval-style clothing that he and Lance were wearing. He realized now that others would likely be able to tell they were new arrivals in the central area. Oh well, screw it, he thought. Even if everybody knew they didn’t have any money, it would still be interesting to see what the central area was like.

It turned out that getting to the central area was not as straightforward as he had imagined. Instead of the college grounds ending and the central area immediately beginning, Lance and Max found themselves at the edge of a forest once they left the academy. There was a road through the forest, a nice paved one actually, and they followed it. But before they got on the road, Max noticed several trails to either side heading in their own slightly different directions. He wondered what they were for.

Max assumed that most outdoor activities for the Summoner Academy would take place in the grounds behind the school, not between the college and the central area. But he had to admit he just didn’t know much of anything yet. Maybe he was wrong. He’d find out eventually.

There were no other students from the Summoner Academy on the road to the central area. Lance and Max walked in easy silence for a couple of miles. They could actually see some sort of guard shack of sorts in the distance before spotting any of the central area itself. The shack turned out to have some sort of gate attached.

There were a couple professors and one martial-looking staff there. Max slowed, wondering if there’d be problems, but there weren’t any. There really wasn’t even much conversation.

Before the new students could pass through the gate, one of the professors put a stone wand above their hands, just like a staff member did every time they went to the cafeteria. The woman raised an eyebrow at them, looking at their newbie attire, but didn’t say anything out loud. A minute later, Max and Lance were walking past the gate, down another shorter stretch of road, and through a couple pillars that were lit by an otherworldly, light blue glow.

On the other side of the pillars, they both stopped and just looked around. For the second time in the last two days, Max’s expectations had been turned sideways. He had expected the central area to be rather shabby, like a quaint small town in the English countryside or something like that. Maybe a market with simple stalls. Or maybe look like a set from one of the Harry Potter movies. Instead, the central area actually reminded him of a weird mix between Albion and malls and strip malls of Earth. In fact, the mall comparison was right on the nose since at least one of the really large buildings in the distance probably was an actual mall.

All of this made sense in retrospect because Max had formed his assumptions based on the Summoner Academy, which didn’t have very many student Challengers. But the other academies were larger. How much larger, Max still didn’t know, but they had to be significantly bigger in order to justify the number of shops and other buildings he could see in the central area. The area legitimately looked like the shopping area of a decent-size city.

“I could get used to this,” said Lance. He grinned. “Next time we come back here, we need money, though.” He pointed with his chin at a distant building and said, “Whatever that restaurant is selling, it smells delicious.”

Max nodded in silent agreement, and the two of them headed down the street.

To both sides was a large parking lot that had all manners of vehicles parked within. Max hadn’t seen any vehicles at the Summoner Academy, and he wondered if they weren’t allowed or if something else was the reason. Either way, the vehicles parked here might be for people at the Summoner Academy to use in the central area. Maybe. It was another of the hundred mysteries that he put in his mental list to follow up on later if he could remember.

The restaurant that Lance had pointed out really did smell good, but the fact was they didn’t have any money.

“Where do you want to go?” ask Max.

The other man gave one more wistful glance at the restaurant as they passed and said, “How about we just check out that mall or whatever it is?”

“Works for me.”

The two of them headed for the conspicuously huge building, which even looked so much like a mall on Earth, it gave a strong sense of nostalgia. One of the only differences Max could see was how much smaller the parking lot around this building was than any mall on Earth. At least in the United States. Considering how much smaller the clientele might be and the fact that so few people seemed to have vehicles, that definitely made sense. And the latter was something that he had reasoned after watching other groups of people walking around the central area while he and Lance headed toward the mall.

If everyone was driving, there wouldn’t be so many pedestrians.

Once they were inside, the sense of familiarity increased. None of the people working in the food court struck Max as professors or failed Challengers. They were…regular people. He wondered how a normal person would even sign up or be chosen to work in a Quartet.

As he walked through the food court, suddenly, something caught Max’s foot. He was able to hop and catch himself in a spin, avoiding falling. Since he was facing the other direction so quickly, he caught the person who tripped him putting their foot back under the table.

The table was full. Students. There were four of them, and they stilled their smiles and snickers fairly quickly, but slowly enough to show they weren’t apologetic in the slightest. Max noticed all of them had Academy badges that matched Mystic Spear Academy, at least he thought so.

His eyes glittered. Nobody had tried to bully Max since high school, and that had not lasted long.

The four people were varying ages but were all in their late teens to maybe late twenties, which Max was realizing was the average age of all the Challengers in the Quartet, at least how old they were when they first came to this place and stopped aging. When he looked closer at the fours’ badges, he noticed that all of them had two stripes.

So they’re second-years. He knew from the handbook that new arrivals to the Quartet all came at exactly the same time. So for these four to be in their second year meant that they had all almost been in the Quartet for exactly a year. The second year would be the year they were moving into.

“Excuse you,” said Max. Lance stood to one side, his head on a swivel, not sure what was going on yet.

The tripper was the first to speak. “Hey, newbie. Shouldn’t you be waiting in line somewhere or something?” The man spoke with a mocking smile. “Plus, with nasty newbie clothes like that, you must be from the”—he held his nose like he smelled something bad—“Summoner Academy, right?” The other three chuckled. “Bye. Move along now. Learn to watch where you step.”

Max ran his eyes over the four people at the table and wondered if this was really happening right now. When he left the Summoner Academy, he’d figured there might be some tension between the different colleges, but he had figured that everybody would have more important things to worry about than hazing or being cartoonish dicks like this. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lance shaking his head and already moving away, ignoring the table that was making snide expressions and rude remarks.

Letting it go was probably the smart move. Max was annoyed, though, and instead of retreating, he took a step toward the man who tried to trip him.

“So let me get this straight,” he said. “I’m new and don’t have any money or clothes yet. My world is in danger of dying, people I know were probably just murdered by monsters, and you think that’s funny? You tried to trip me. What are we, children? Actually, you might be. Go fuck yourself, fool.”

The smirks were immediately wiped off the faces of everybody at the table: two women and two men. The surrounding tables all grew quiet, too.

“What did you just say, Grub?” asked the man who tried to trip him.

“You heard me, dipshit. What are you, slow on top of being a petty bully?”

The tension was suddenly so high it was almost something he could feel on his skin. Max remembered everything he’d read in his handbooks. The rules of the Quartet were very clear: if somebody was murdered, the person that died could not have anything they owned stolen. The system in place in the Quartet wouldn’t allow it. And of course, like anybody who died in the Quartet during training the dead person would come back eventually.

Max hadn’t witnessed any of these regenerations himself yet. But based on his understanding, the only way somebody could die that would actually kill their borrowed body and send them back to their original body on their home world would be dying outside of the Quartet, like during practical training abroad. That was what made it much more dangerous. Dying in the Quartet meant it would take some time for the dead person’s body to be rebuilt again and appear in a field again somewhere. At that point, they would wake up.

In fact, in the handbook there had been several pages of rules about how conflict and duels worked in the Quartet, too.

Not only were duels allowed, at some level they were encouraged. And it made sense since the entire purpose of all of the Path colleges was to create warriors that would fight literal monsters back on their home world. One other thing Max had learned was that self-defense was not only allowed, but if someone attacked and Max defended himself, killing them, everything the attacker wore could be looted. Some of their money could even be taken.

Duels were a little bit different. If two people agreed to a duel, they could also agree to terms and prizes. A surprising amount of the handbook had been dedicated to property rights in the Quartet and how people could collect prizes from the loser in duels or other forms of combat.

Knowing all of this, Max was ready for an attack at any time, but he didn’t back down.

The bully at the table didn’t speak. His eyes bugged out, and he was rigid, seemingly in shock that he was being talked to this way. Max grimaced in disdain. “What? Now that I’m talking back and I wasn’t scared after you tried to trip me in the mall, like a little kid, you’re not going to say anything? What kind of cowardly pissant are you? And if I’m pitiful since I’m new Summoner, why are you suddenly so quiet?”

The man who’d tried to trip him stood up. He snarled, “Do you know who I am?”

“Of course I don’t. What a dumb question,” scoffed Max. “Like you just said, genius, I just got here, and unless you think that you’re so famous all over every universe, on every world that anyone could come from, of course I wouldn’t know who you are. Are you delusional?”

People at a few tables surrounding them chuckled in response to this, and the bully’s face darkened. “How dare you speak to me in such a way? I am a prince!”

“Oh, fancy. But who gives a shit? We’re in a Quartet. And there are how many worlds that people come from to wind up here? In my world, I might be an emperor. Or the Hero. I don’t give a shit if you’re a prince. For all I know, you’re a prince of…a canned fish factory. Actually, that’s more believable based on how you’ve been acting. People with real power don’t try to trip strangers in a lunchroom. Even if they’re shit people, basic bullying like that is simply not worth their time.”

There was more laughing at this. The entire time Max was shit-talking, he was carefully watching Prince Nothing’s friends in case one of them tried to jump up and ambush him, but none of them moved. Two spears leaned against the wall behind the table.

“Prince Regal,” said one of the women at the table, “just ignore him. He isn’t even worth looking at. Just a fool and a powerless Summoner to boot.”

At this point, Max knew he’d already crossed the line. He’d more than stood his ground, and the smart move was to walk away. It wasn’t smart to make enemies right after getting to this Quartet. He was unclear on all the other students’ relative power levels, and even though Max had memories and skills from an entire martial lifetime and was physically superior to a normal human, he still wasn’t sure if he could win against any of the Mystic Spear Path students at the table.

But something dark and ugly was welling up inside of him. A ghost of his past life, something that had begun manifesting a bit back on Earth again, too.

One of Max’s major motivations to grow in power in his first life, when he’d been called Chasa de Milo, was to fight against injustice. Those who had power suppressing those who didn’t had offended him so much he’d dedicated his life to stamping out the worst of it he could see.

The lazy cruelty of some who were born into privilege had been a trigger for two lifetimes now. So even though he knew he shouldn’t, he was compelled to keep pushing.

“Regal?!” crowed Max. “Is that really your name? Prince Regal? Oh my gosh.” He rolled his eyes and covered his mouth like he was trying not to laugh. “Oh, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t say anything bad. After all, my parents named me Emperor Wonderful.”

The people at the table behind him weren’t even trying to hide their laughter anymore. Prince Regal took an angry step forward and said, “You have a big mouth, newbie. Do you have anything to back it up? Are you brave enough to duel me?”

Max briefly wondered why the hotheaded prince wasn’t just attacking him but then noticed the guards in a corner watching what was going on. So he’s not completely stupid, I guess, he thought. He’s not attacking me. Max was sure that Regal believed he was talking to a flyspeck, a nothing, but if Regal was to attack Max first and murder him, not only would he get nothing out of it, but he would likely receive demerits, too. He might even be attacked or restrained by the mall guards.

However, if he got Max to agree to a duel, not only would there be no punishment, but he might even be able to hurt Max even more. And rules made during a duel in the Quartet were enforced by the system of the Quartet.

Luckily, what Regal was angling toward here was what Max wanted, too. It would be a gamble, but he wanted more information. And a lifetime spent honing his senses, sizing up opponents, made him feel he had a good chance against Regal in a fair fight.

Maybe.

“Oh, no. I’m so scared,” said Max, and he made a show of quaking in fear. “After all, King Precious—I mean, oops, Prince Regal—is angry at me after he started a conflict out of nowhere with me and then doubled down on it.”

Regal began to angrily speak again, but Max winked at the other man and interrupted. “Sure, I’ll duel, but not for nothing. What do I get if I win?”

The self-proclaimed prince wordlessly unclasped a sheathed dagger from his belt and laid it on the table. He pointed at it.

Max made a show of regret. “Unfortunately, like you have so intelligently pointed out, I’m brand new to the Quartet. I don’t even have a badge. I don’t have anything to wager.”

Regal gave a nasty grin. “Oh, that’s fine. All I ask is that if I beat you, you commit suicide twice.”

There were gasps, hisses, and intakes of breath from the surrounding people who were listening to the confrontation. And Max understood why. In the Quartet, the amount of time it took to come back after dying was dependent upon how much power every Challenger gathered before the next time they died. So dying too many times too quickly meant that it would take longer and longer for the Quartet to regenerate one’s body.

Regal’s set of terms was a nasty move, but not one that really surprised Max.

If Max got killed and lost the duel, it’d be bad. If he agreed and lost, it would not only be embarrassing, more importantly it would greatly set him back, forcing him to start classes a year later. After all, if Regal killed him, and Max was compelled to die twice more, there was no way he’d be able to take classes with the rest of the newbies. Even if he could, it’d cause a lot of hardship.

The only reason Max could even consider it was because he could still grow his mana body, reclaiming some of his lost power of a Blade Sorcerer whether he was taking classes at Summoner Academy or not.

He made a nonchalant shrug and said, “Sure, that sounds fine, whatever. So where are we going to do this thing?”

“Here is fine with me!” said Regal.

“It’s not with me,” drawled Max. “After all, what if I kick your pretentious ass into this pretty lady’s table and you mess up her meal?” He pointed to the side where a couple of third-year Replicator Academy students were sitting. The two women smiled at him, and there were more laughs from other tables. “I think we take trash outside, so maybe we should use the parking lot instead,” he suggested.

Regal showed his teeth in an aggressive smile. He looked at his friend, who was still seated, and said, “Leonard, let me borrow your spear.”

“Oh no, no, no, no, no,” said Max, holding a hand up. “You must be insane. We haven’t agreed to terms yet! And you are really too shameless. Do you really think it would be appropriate for you to use a spear as a Mystic Spearman against a brand new Summoner to the Quartet? I mean, maybe you have no honor, but could you really tolerate what people will say about you if you use a spear, the weapon you train in, against a brand new mage? We haven’t even started classes yet!”

Now laughter rang through the food court as it seemed everybody there was listening to the duel unfold. Regal reddened and hissed, “Fine.” He picked up the dagger and showed it to everybody. “I’ll just use this little knife. After all, it’s poetic justice to put this moron in his place with the same weapon I’ve put up for the duel wager.”

Max responded with mocking laughter. “That means you’re still armed. So what do I get?” He held up his empty hands. “Superior intellect to yours?”

Regal gritted his teeth and said, “What do you want? Let’s finish naming our terms.”

“Oh, anything will do,” said Max. “I could beat you with a stick.”

“Anything?” said Regal. Max just nodded in reply. And Regal fixed him with a hate-filled stare. “Minka? Do you still…” He looked down to one side of his table. “Minka, can you loan this person your cane?”

One of the women sitting at Regal’s table, the woman who hadn’t spoken yet, Minka wordlessly bent and fetched a plain wooden cane from the ground. Max noticed that she had a cast on her leg. She must have had a training injury. Luckily for her, people’s bodies healed much more quickly in every training Quartet than in any real world.

Regal grabbed the cane and threw it at Max, who deftly caught it out of the air. He made a big show of studying it from every angle and then smiled. “This should do.”

“So do you agree to our terms?” said Prince Regal. “System! Attend us.”

“I’m not sure. Let’s see,” said Max. “We will fight in the parking lot. You get to use that knife, and if I win, I get to keep it. Actually, I want your clothes, too.” He winked. “I’m going to use this cane and return it back to your friend when I’m done. I have to commit suicide twice if I lose.”

“Fine. Clothing, too. I agree,” said Regal.

“I agree,” said Max.

Suddenly, a screen popped up in front of him. It read:

Do you agree to this duel?

On the screen, Max could read everything he’d just said out loud. Below the terms, there was an accept and reject button. He saw Regal immediately press accept, or at least he assumed so, but Max didn’t do so right away. He said, “How about we go out to the parking lot first before I hit accept? You know, just to make sure.”

He didn’t know how, but the Quartet system shouldn’t allow them to duel outside of the agreed-upon parameters.

The prince smirked and asked, “Are you scared yet? Or are you just that ignorant?”

Max shrugged. “Not really scared. I guess I’m just ignorant, Prince Sillypants.”

“Fine, let’s go. Insult me all you want. I will get the last laugh.” Then Regal began walking toward the entrance to the mall. His friends got up from the table to follow him.

Max thought about handing his cane to the young woman who had it before so she could walk easier, at least until they all got to the parking lot, but she was already being supported by her friend. Both women also gave him such a nasty look he thought better of it.

This should be interesting, thought Max. On one level, he knew he was acting rashly. But he also felt deliciously alive in the moment. He couldn’t deny his excitement. Back on Earth, he’d had to just suck it up and work within the system for the vast majority of crappy things that had happened to him and his family.

But here? This was more like Albion. He hadn’t achieved the level of power in his first life by being afraid to risk it all. Of course, pissing off the wrong people was what had ultimately gotten him murdered. There was probably a lesson there, but he could learn it another day.

Max hated being honest with himself sometimes. It was a hell of a feeling to know he was acting foolish but still being so excited and happy about it at the same time.

He noticed that more than half of the people who had been at tables around them were getting up, too. For better or for worse, he was going to have an audience for his duel.


SIXTEEN


Even though the parking lot was relatively small, there were few enough vehicles to allow for plenty of room. In fact, there was a handy, empty space outside right after leaving the food court. This seemed weird to Max. Back on Earth, it seemed people were often trying to park as close to the doors as possible.

Lance caught his eye outside and gave him a panicked expression. The banker-turned-Summoner student was following along in the crowd, obviously concerned. Max ignored his friend. He knew Lance meant well, but this was a different world, one Max was actually a bit more accustomed to than Lance was. At least the honor duels part.

Max stopped thinking about malls and parking lots when he stood and examined Prince Regal. Now that they were outside, he could see that Regal was about Max’s height and build, but with more muscle on him. He might be an arrogant asshole, but he obviously trained.

After testing the cane in his hand, swishing it from side to side, Max wondered again if maybe he’d been a little too confident. Of course, it was also definitely possible he had the advantage. After all, even though he was pretty sure he’d never met or fought against a Mystic Spearman Path warrior per se, he’d fought against plenty of magic-empowered warriors and definitely plenty of spearmen.

Furthermore, his take on the obnoxious prince he was fighting was that the man hadn’t worked very hard. Oh sure, he’d done conditioning, but Max doubted he’d been beaten up much or had seriously fought other skilled warriors.

But there were other things to consider.

If Regal had come from a wealthy or influential family that was more clued into how the universe worked than people on Earth, it was very possible, even probable, that he’d gotten some sort of training back on his home world. Max wasn’t quite sure what that would be.

The Summoner handbook said that if any Challenger accepted the summons from their world and were already sufficiently advanced along any Path, their destiny would be predetermined. They would likely automatically be sent to whatever academy already existed for that Path instead of getting another random one. The handbook had also said that very rarely, a Challenger who graduated early on any Path or found good fortune could receive another Path.

But this sort of thing was rare because it had to be voted on by all the professors in any given Quartet. Every Quartet’s professors had to vote on it since each Quartet had a limited number of slots…per decade. To even qualify for such a thing, a Challenger would first need to dominate their own Quartet’s competitions.

Max looked down at his weapon, the plain wooden cane. He stilled his mind and found peace, deciding that even if he’d been arrogant or hot-headed to agree to this duel, Regal was worse. After all, despite the prince’s bladed weapon, Max would still have better reach. Regal also knew nothing about Max. Even if the prince thought his opponent was delusional, he should have still noticed Max’s lack of fear. Max was not trying to hide how he moved, either. Anyone who really spent time around other warriors generally learned to spot others like them.

The only possibility that came to Max’s mind for Regal’s attitude was complete lack of emotional control, arrogance, or lack of real combat training. Maybe it was a mix of all three. After all, it really did seem like students from the Mystic Spear Academy felt overwhelmingly superior to Summoners. All the other schools in this Quartet looked down on Summoner Academy. The Mystic Spear Academy was just the worst about it.

Max shook his head and took his place in the parking lot facing Prince Regal.

“You’re not going to be a coward and back out now, are you?” said Regal. The prince smirked and looked around at the watching crowd of people.

Whatever scraps of pity Max might have been developing for Regal vanished. He didn’t reply immediately, glancing around instead. He was mildly surprised by how many people really were watching at this point. Apparently, there had either been more people leaving the mall behind them that he hadn’t seen before, or others had seen the commotion and come to check out what was going on.

Although he didn’t particularly like the idea, he decided that there was no way doing such a reckless, high-profile thing would escape the attention of his classmates at Summoner Academy or the rest of the Quartet. Win or lose, this was going to be talked about. So he decided to ham it up. What was done was done. In for a penny, in for a pound.

He turned his back on Regal and began doing stretches. Around the perimeter of the people watching, he heard a few titters and chuckles. The onlookers definitely understood that he was still antagonizing the prince.

Regal proved himself to not be a complete idiot because he didn’t say anything more that might embarrass himself or feed Max’s provocation. After all, there was only a limited amount of time that Max could continue showboating before he would start to make himself look bad. He judged that point to be right around when the crowd would start getting bored.

So after a few minutes of stretching, he turned and said, “Are you ready, Prince Enema?”

“I’ve been ready since we left the mall,” growled Regal. “You talk a lot. It’ll feel great to cut you up.”

Max smiled, shrugged, and hit “Accept” on his system-generated duel window in the air. The display read:

Duel:

Max Cunningham, Summoner Academy, first year

versus

Prince Regal Von Fuera, Mystic Spear Academy, second year

Are you ready to proceed?

Max hit accept, and then there was a countdown timer hanging in midair. It started from twenty.

As the countdown timer seconds ticked down, Max found that he could no longer move his body. It didn’t surprise him because he’d read about this in the student handbooks, too. It was still a weird sensation. The structure of the Quartet was built in for combat-oriented students, and this duel system was a large part of it.

Two seconds away. Max was ready.

When the countdown timer hit zero, he’d expected the prince to rush him, and he wasn’t disappointed. With superhuman speed, the other man charged him, leading with his dagger, almost like he was holding a spear in his hand. His other hand was held in check like it was holding the pole of a spear, and Max recognized what Regal was going to do. He was acting aggressively, likely seeking to check the cane or even control Max’s arm while stabbing him. It was a really good strategy to win quickly, especially since broken bones and the like would heal so quickly in the Quartet. Even if Regal took a hit and got hurt, he’d still win with very little to pay for it.

Max was actually grudgingly impressed. The prince had likely assumed that Max was a powerless new Summoner with no abilities, but he’d still started the duel as if Max was a real opponent. It was overkill. But in a real fight, nothing was ever truly overkill, so Max had to give credit where it was due.

Although whatever hits Regal was prepared to take, it was very unlikely the other man thought Max would actually hurt him much.

It was near certain that whether Regal used mana or some other power source for his mystic arts, his body was much more durable than a normal human’s. If Max truly was just a clueless person from Earth, even if he swung full strength with his borrowed cane, he might not even leave a bruise. Hitting Regal actually might just break the cane.

Unfortunately for the prince, Max was not a normal person.

Regal closed in a flash, and Max gracefully pivoted. He tapped the other man’s wrist to redirect the dagger strike, using the momentum of his opponent against him. His return swing with the cane hit Regal in the face. Then with a tight but flashy spin, Max smoothly disengaged.

The prince was a dick, and Max was annoyed. Regal had been trying to finish the fight as quickly as possible to shame Max, so Max had decided to prolong it for a time. Like a game of Reversi, he thought and grinned at his sputtering opponent. Regal had a bloody nose.

Around him, the crowd gasped. Even though they’d come out for a spectacle, they obviously hadn’t expected Max to last more than two seconds.

In the first brief exchange, Max had been able to accurately measure his physical abilities compared to the prince. Unless the other man was sandbagging, Max was just barely faster, or maybe right on par, speed-wise. But the prince was definitely stronger and was likely using some sort of weapon art on his dagger. The blade had an aura of menace now. Bad news.

The dagger had been enchanted on its own before; now it was further enhanced. Max knew he definitely did not want to get hit by that thing. The Mystic Spear Path student also used some sort of mobility skills that Max wasn’t entirely familiar with, but he’d seen similar before. He was able to counter them by predicting where his opponent would dash.

“You still gonna put me in my place?” asked Max, voice droll.

Regal didn’t reply out loud, just glared with glittering, hate-filled eyes. And instead of displaying any more open signs of anger, he inhaled deeply and his eyes grew slightly unfocused. His breathing calmed.

I guess he really isn’t a total idiot, thought Max. The other man was definitely working to control his emotions in order to fight better. Max revised his opinion of Regal a bit. Even though he might be a fool, he was better trained than Max has assumed. The next few exchanges demonstrated that.

Despite Max’s hair-faster speed, he definitely would have lost quickly if not for his skill and experience. Luckily, his skill made all the difference, even while he was physically outclassed.

All Regal had to do was get ahold of him once and the fight would be over. Max just simply didn’t let the prince grab him.

And Regal never came close to hitting him with the dagger, either. Instead, Max kept delivering savage blows to the other man in humiliating and painful areas. But both fighters stayed rational and cool-headed.

However, one exchange proved too much; when Max whacked Regal across the ass with his mana-reinforced cane, the prince was overcome by frustration and finally lost his composure.

The man screamed. He made a savage leaping attack at Max who, rather than backing away, advanced and let the dagger pass within an inch of his face. Max stabbed savagely into his opponent’s armpit using the grip of the cane.

Regal countered. He used his open hand to slap away Max’s arm underneath his own dagger-wielding arm as he moved past. Then Max spun with his cane, blocking the nasty reverse grip stab that Regal tried to recover with. Max wasn’t as strong, but he had better leverage. He grunted, putting his entire body into it, managing to push the other man’s arms away and stab Regal in the eye with the butt of his cane at the same time.

Even though the grip of the cane wasn’t sharp, Max still had a mildly mana-infused body that he’d been conditioning.

Regal’s eyeball popped. He reeled back, howling, and Max delivered a textbook-perfect chop with the cane to Regal’s face. The attack was beautifully executed, using all of the muscles of his body, an attack honed over decades of sword work. Regal’s cheek and eye socket visibly crumpled.

The prince stumbled back further, beginning to fall, but Max didn’t watch it happen passively. Instead, he moved forward swiftly, delivering a savage backswing to Regal’s temple. The man’s head whipped around from the impact, and an arc of blood sprayed through the air.

The time to keep playing with the prince had ended. This was serious, and Max was not going to risk his opponent pulling something nasty and unexpected at the last second.

As Regal hit the ground with his shoulders, Max delivered a full-power, crushing downward swing to his opponent’s throat. Three times. Each blow might have been fatal, but one of them definitely killed the prince, because only seconds after Max stepped back from the unmoving body, it began to turn into smoke and fade away. Only seconds after that, all that was left on the ground of the parking lot was the clothing that the prince had been wearing and the dagger that he’d used. There was a belt, too.

Absolute silence rang among the onlookers.

Max casually walked over to his spoils of war and collected Regal’s clothing and the dagger. He put on the belt and attached the dagger. The rest of the clothing was neatly folded up in his arms as he turned to leave. The cane he’d used he left on the ground and kicked it over to Regal’s shocked friends with a wave. Then, deciding that he’d truly pushed his luck to the breaking point, he started heading back to the Summoner Academy without another word.

His back tingled, and he wondered if he was about to catch a spear in the back. If he didn’t, it had to either be because of surprise or fear of reprisals of some kind among the onlookers loyal to Regal.

Before reaching the end of the parking lot, Lance caught up. Under his breath he kept saying, “Holy shit, holy shit,” about a dozen times. Halfway back to the entry gate of the Summoner Academy, Lance hissed, “Where in the hell did you learn to fight like that? How in the hell can you even move like that? What in the hell is going on?” The last few words had come out shrilly, and his voice trailed off. He shook his head. “If I was a betting man, and I had any money in the first place… Actually, it’s probably good I didn’t have any money.” He stopped and said, “Nobody was betting anyway, so none of this makes any sense. It makes even less sense.”

Max smiled at his thoroughly shocked new friend and said, “I told you I did something like MMA back home, remember?”

“Did you used to crush motherfuckers’ necks in MMA? Holy hell, maybe all Americans are…” He trailed off.

“Don’t go throwing those stones, buddy. You Canooks gave us Justin Bieber and Avril Lavigne.”

“Okay fair.” Lance gave a shaky laugh.

“Let’s act natural until we get back to the Summoner Academy,” Max said softly. “Don’t slow down. We need to get the hell out of here.”

“Yeah,” said Lance slowly. Then he eyed the clothing in Max’s arms and shook his head. “This place is absolutely insane. I was buying into all the heroics stuff, you know? I thought this was going to be like…Sky High. We were all going to become superheroes and everyone would be friends. But it’s not like that, not at all. Like, it’s super civilized on the surface, but in reality, it’s super brutal, isn’t it?”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” said Max.

When they got to the gate to Summoner Academy grounds, the professors or guards manning the border raised their eyebrows. They’d immediately noticed Max’s new weapon.

Max noticed their eyes grow unfocused for a couple of seconds, and he assumed that they had looked up the recent duel records, which was something that official staff in any Quartet could do. They continued to stay silent until Max and Lance were almost a hundred meters away, then they’d begun talking too quietly to be overheard.

Lance kept glancing back at them and the gate, but Max didn’t. He figured he was probably in the clear now.

As they walked on the road back to the academy grounds, he replayed everything he’d done and decided it might not have been the best idea to make such a flashy entrance to the Quartet. But at the same time, after learning how each Quartet worked and having decided to get as strong as he possibly could, there was a limit to how much he could actually achieve while staying under the radar. His goal was to be the best, so in order to create more opportunities for himself to grow, there was no way to do that without getting noticed.

Still, Max decided he’d jumped the gun this time. It would be smart to maybe lay low until classes started. He glanced at Lance out of the corner of his eye and noticed his friend chewing on his lip, still stealing glances back the way they’d come.

Max figured that Lance would agree with his decision to avoid any more trouble over the next few days.


SEVENTEEN


Luckily, Max didn’t have any other problems before registering for classes. It went without a hitch. Then the day before the semester finally started, he received his official robes that had been tailor-made for him and his Academy badge. The badge was what interested him the most since, for the entire time he was a student at Summoner Academy, it would be how he’d identify his affiliation.

Its addition to his clothing was meant to be semi-permanent.

When he received it, all he needed to do was touch it fully; the entire badge had to make full contact on his skin. He held the badge, just a small flat piece of metal, between his thumb and his forefinger and analyzed it as best he could but couldn’t even begin to understand how it worked or even what types of powers had created such a thing.

“Amazing,” he said and then touched the metal to his bare palm. Almost immediately, the badge showed up on his chest, looking to all the world like it was a part of his ratty newbie clothing. He grinned, delighted at seeing something in action he’d genuinely never come across before in either life. The robes interested him far less, but he still took a look at them as well. They were about as he’d expected, just general student robes. As a magic academy, Summoner Academy students were issued robes.

Max had briefly thought about showing up the next day to the orientation ceremony in the clothes that he’d won from Prince Regal. He decided against it.

Even though he’d already had his new clothes tailored, which had been a surprisingly painless thing to do, he’d decided not to wear them right away. It was a reasonable assumption that if he wore his new clothes as a first-year student, he’d be the only person there who wasn’t wearing school robes. He decided that standing out too much too fast in his school itself would be a very foolish thing to do, especially after making such a large splash already. He definitely wanted to get the lay of the land first.

Wearing his new dagger was much less risky. Most people never noticed if someone was wearing a knife or carrying a gun back on Earth and even on most of Albion. Max figured wearing it was worth it at the academy. Otherwise he’d still be unarmed.

Luckily, over the last few days, he hadn’t heard anything in the cafeteria about his duel in the central area. Either nobody cared or the news hadn’t made it to the Summoner Academy yet. He wondered which it was and if the issue was with information spreading, if maybe Summoner students just didn’t go to the central area much. Or maybe it was because he was usually surrounded by newbies like him. It might be some combination.

On the day of the year’s commencement ceremony, he joined the rest of the newbies as they went to breakfast. As usual, he walked next to Lance. He looked around and saw that other new students he’d noticed before that had been barely hanging on to their sanity or openly sobbing most of the time now mostly seemed to have gotten themselves under control. Even the most freaked-out person from a week ago had at least some air of expectation about them now. With all the new students assembled again and cleaned up like this, Max could verify that the average age of each newbie student was relatively young. He wondered why the system had offered new Path opportunities to a handful of older people and vowed to eventually find out. Of course, he still didn’t even know what the system was. Finding out more about the system and the universe itself was definitely on his to-do list to discover as well.

The commencement ceremony was taking place in Fire Hall, a building that Max hadn’t been in before, and the room they funneled into was many times larger than necessary to hold the group of new students. They didn’t have to wait long after being seated for the ceremony itself to begin. The same group of professors that all of the newbies had met on their first day in the Quartet came out and gave short speeches. Professor Third, Professor Munka, and Professor Happy all participated. Everything they said was about what Max would have expected.

Professor Third told them to follow the rules. Professor Munka told them to keep an open mind and that they might one day get the opportunity to learn another Path. And then, of course, Professor Happy told everybody that adjusting well and having fun was the most important thing they could do at the academy. He said this was because having fun meant they’d learn more and ultimately be a better help to their world when they returned.

Max actually thought Happy’s speech was the best because even though it was optimistic and hopeful, maybe even delusionally so, it still reminded everybody what they were really there for.

Finally, the three lower-level professors had all finished their speeches and taken a seat on the stage. Then a dignified-looking old man with a very long, gray mustache came out. His robes were subtly different than the other professors, and his badge was unique as well. He carried an ornate staff with snarling faces carved into it and walked to the podium, which had some sort of voice-enhancing magic inside of it.

“Hello, everyone,” said the man. “My name is Mong Hao Han, and I am the Headmaster of Summoner Academy. I’m very pleased to meet all of you for the first time. And I will admit this is probably the only time you’re going to see me, except for at various events, unless you prove to be either a terrible student or an exceptional one.” He winked at the crowd, and a few people politely chuckled.

The Headmaster said, “I have been the leader of this school for a long time now. And over the years, my speech—whenever a new group of students such as yourselves comes in—has changed. But I have always taken the time to greet new students to our academy. The other students in more advanced years get their own commencement ceremony, all together. Some headmasters might only attend that commencement ceremony. However, I think it’s important to meet all of you, too. Everyone here is not only the future of Summoner Academy but also taking important first steps to becoming true Challengers.

“And eventually, it will be all of you that keeps chaos and evil at bay.”

Max perked up at this because even though the handbook he’d read vaguely mentioned the Eternal Conflict, it had been extremely light on specifics. Of course, he didn’t expect the headmaster to suddenly launch into the meat and potatoes behind how the universe seemed to be tearing itself apart, but he could immediately tell that this old man was not a frivolous person.

Meng Hao Han continued, saying, “Every educational Quartet that is training Challengers, future warriors of our universe, is incredibly important. And I take my role at Summoner Academy very seriously. I tell you this not to brag, but because I want you to understand that although everyone’s thoughts and feelings have value, I feel like when I give certain opinions about Summoners, they can—perhaps—carry some extra weight.”

His mustache twitched as he sketched a slight smile, somehow displaying humility and a humble nature at the same time as he was effectively telling everybody that they should pay close attention to what he said. Max was taking a liking to the headmaster. After all, staying appropriately humble while still knowing one’s true value was a mark of wisdom.

The headmaster said, “As students of Summoner Academy, some of you might have already run into negative opinions by others about Summoners.” He shook his head sadly and said, “Hopefully in the very near future, you will truly come to understand how wrong all those people are. Because while it’s true that Summoner Academy has not had students place among any of the Inter-Quartet Championships for several years, that does not mean that Summoners are weak or do not have value. Some Paths are better at one-on-one fights or combat in general. And just because a Path might be usually better known as a support Path does not mean that it is not important.

“Consider perhaps—” He waved his arm and said, “Professor Third, would you be so kind as to lay down on the stage?” The professor simply nodded and without ceremony stood from his seat and laid down. The headmaster said, “Among all the Paths in the universe, there are several that can move objects with one’s mind, including Telekinesis. However, all of those Paths are extremely specialized and have other limitations as well. Meanwhile, a Summoner can have versatility, perhaps even accomplishing things that very few other Paths can.

“For instance, let’s imagine that the professor laying down over there is a wounded ally.” Then the headmaster gestured, and suddenly Professor Third shot across the ground from one end of the stage to the other, slowing subtly before he stopped. “You can stand now, Professor Third,” said the headmaster. “Thank you for your assistance.”

The other professor merely nodded, headed back to his seat, and sat down.

Then the headmaster said, “That was a simple demonstration where I used one of my contracted spirits to physically move an ally. In a battle, such a thing could save a friend or teammate’s life. In fact, it could save many people’s lives in a short amount of time. Granted, not everyone here in this academy will have the same abilities or skills that I do. However, every sub-path that any student discovers within their main Path can be viable and powerful with just a little bit of creativity and a lot of hard work.” He smiled, and Max’s liking for the man grew deeper. It was possible that the headmaster was just a very charismatic person, but Max felt genuine concern and wisdom in the man’s words.

On stage, the headmaster briefly bowed his head and said, “I hope that all of you find success on this Summoner Path. And I assure you, this is the best time to be a Summoner. It is regretful that all of us are meeting this way, that most of you are from worlds that are newly being torn asunder.” That line got Max’s attention.

Most of us, he thought. There hadn’t been much in the handbook about where students come from. So he filed that away to follow up later.

The headmaster said, “Despite the universe being such a large place, sometimes it can feel small, too. And some of you may be surprised by how many of your friendships you make here end up being important later on.” He held up a hand with three fingers and said, “So everyone remember, one—” He folded a finger down. “Be mindful of the people around you and never treat any person as disposable.” He folded his second finger down and said, “On the path to power, nobody should ever be afraid of hard work.” The last finger went down. “If you’re not having fun here in the Quartet, at least once in a while, you’re doing it wrong. Don’t forget, missing your loved ones or worrying about them is natural. But never forget that they care about you, too, and would likely want you to not worry too much about things you cannot control.”

Then he smiled, inclined his head, and said, “Thank you. You are all dismissed.”

Max stood at the same time as the rest of his fellow classmates. He thought, That was actually a really good speech.

As everybody filed out the door of the auditorium, the staff outside handed out maps of the campus and a simple tablet. It looked like a piece of slate but instantly changed into a tablet with words on it as soon as its new owner touched it. They’d been told before that the tablets were keyed to their Academy badges, and Max decided they worked kind of like a simpler smartphone back on Earth. Max knew they could change form, too.

In addition to the hard copy map each student received, the tablets had maps on them as well as everybody’s individual course schedule.

Max had stuck with the original choices for classes that he’d come up with before. He saw on the tablet that his first class of the semester would be homeroom, Summoner Class, first year, and it started in half an hour. He was going to be in the same class as Lance.

Each homeroom class at Summoner Academy averaged just over thirty people, so there would be a total of four of them for this wave of newbies. Max decided to find out where his class would be taking place early.

As he headed there with Lance, he glanced around at the others who would presumably be his classmates, the students heading in the same direction. He briefly thought about being friendly and introducing himself but decided not to. After all, the Quartet had longer years than Earth, and he had an entire semester to get to know everyone.

Being a busybody or overly friendly would make him stand out, too, and not necessarily in a good way.
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Summoner Academy operated on a five-day class week, with weekends being two days. Seven day weeks similar to Earth made the system easy for Max and Lance to adapt to. Classes were staggered. Some classes were Monday, Wednesday, Friday, and some were only on Tuesday and Thursdays. This meant that three days a week, Max had three classes for somewhat shorter amounts of time, and two days a week he had two classes and both lasted longer than the others.

Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, he’d have Homeroom Summoner Class, then Summoner Lore 101, then Monster Knowledge 101. His next day would consist of Challenger Path Lore in the beginning half of the day and then Basic Group Combat in the latter half. Although he’d still be getting out of class a little bit earlier on Tuesday and Thursday, he wasn’t quite sure how schedules worked for people that took more than five classes. But he really didn’t care, so he never found out. It was likely they just had to stay in classes for longer.

A lot of Max’s classes were either core classes or seemed to be fairly popular, too, so that might have been why it worked out so well with his schedule. He’d never even really needed to move anything around or replace any classes.

Lance’s classes were very close to what he had originally wanted to sign up for as well. He ended up taking five classes just like Max. Lance had homeroom class with Max, then Mind Strengthening 101. Beginner Combat would be the end of his day today. Lance’s Tuesdays and Thursdays would include Basic Survival class, and he had chosen Community Defense, which actually sounded like a pretty interesting class.

Max would be seeing Lance three days a week for his first class of the day, effectively.

The way his classes were laid out, he luckily wouldn’t need to meet and try to remember all five professors in one day that he’d have his first semester. And on the first day, they wouldn’t keep everyone in class very long, either.

When he first arrived at the Summoner homeroom class with Lance, their professor was standing outside the door greeting every newbie in person before they even entered the classroom, introducing himself. His name was Professor Two Spirit.

In class, everyone got a syllabus for the coming semester and a brief question-and-answer opportunity with the professor. One of the other students actually asked Professor Two Spirit about his name. The kindly gray-haired older man smiled, making his face turn into well-worn wrinkles, and he’d explained that some Challengers were given nicknames based on things that happened in their lifetimes that stuck. Max thought, So it’s basically a nickname. Probably similar to Max being called the Hero of Albion in his first life.

After the class got dismissed early, Max talked to Lance about their first class. Lance said, “I think it’ll actually be easier for me to remember the professors that have nicknames, but it’s also weird that some go by nicknames and some of the other professors go by their names. In fact, now I wonder if Professor Happy is Happy’s real name or not.”

Max nodded and said, “Yeah I know what you mean. Not sure about Happy, but I don’t think just anybody can go by a nickname.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, remember what Professor Two-Spirit said? That they had some sort of event or notable occurrence where they got their nickname? My guess is it’s because they had some sort of martial achievement back on their world or it’s also maybe a sign of respect from other Summoners or even other Challengers. I highly doubt it’s just a simple nickname, at least not in this setting.”

“Ah, that makes sense.” But then Lance scrunched up one eye and asked, “What about the headmaster? Didn’t he go by his own name? And he’s probably the most powerful Summoner here, right? Or at least I would assume so.”

Max nodded. “Good point. Maybe my assumptions are all wrong. I guess we’ll find out, huh?”

“Yup,” said Lance. “So I have to go to Mind Strengthening 101 next, and I think it’s on the opposite side of campus from your next class, right? Don’t you have… What do you have?”

Max held up his tablet and said, “Summoner Lore 101.”

“Oh, that’s right. Anyway, I’m gonna head over to my next class now just to figure out where the place is. I’ll see you later on today. If not lunchtime then after classes and stuff and maybe we can talk about everything.”

“Okay, sounds good.”

Max continued on alone to Earth Hall where Summoner Lore 101 was held. Unlike with his first class, the professor was not outside greeting everyone, but the doors were open. Technically it wasn’t time for Max’s class yet, but he stuck his head in anyway just to see what was going on.

There were no students sitting inside, but a woman was sitting behind the desk, presumably the professor. She looked up and said, “If you’re going to be in one of my classes, you can either grab a paper copy of the syllabus off the table over there,” she gestured at a table in the corner, “or you can just work off of your tablet. I’ve already sent a copy of the syllabus to the network, and it should show up on your device. Otherwise, just make sure you sign in on the clipboard over there, and I will note you down as having showed up. There’s no point trying to get anything else done on the first day of the semester.”

“Okay, thank you, Professor…Brenson,” Max said, reading the crystal board behind her. She nodded at him impersonally and went back to the tablet that she’d been writing on. Max did what she’d said, noted that he showed up to class, and he took the opportunity to grab a copy of the syllabus, too. As soon as he did so, he realized quickly that he needed some sort of pack or bag. At the moment he didn’t have either.

Most of his informational needs were going to be met with the tablet, but he would probably have other things to carry from time to time, and his robes were not going to be enough.

On a normal day, for one of his Monday, Wednesday, Friday classes, he would have lunchtime before the third class. But he’d gotten out of both of his first two new classes so quickly that he had some serious time to kill. Max briefly thought about heading to his third class for the day, Monster Knowledge 101, in order to see if he could get that knocked out quickly, too. He decided not to. After all, there was no real rush. Instead, he headed toward the library, which was an incredibly fascinating place.

The library was huge. It was probably one of the, if not the, nicest areas in the entire Summoner Academy and the only one that didn’t come across as at least somewhat shabby. Then again, if Summoner Academy had a library this nice, Max wondered if the other Quartet schools had an even nicer one. Probably, he decided. The library was an absolute treasure trove of information, and he really liked the cozy quiet of the place.

Max had been looking for information on Earth and Albion. But he’d also been searching for anything he could find on the monster portals and worlds being attacked.

There were several floors in the library. As he went higher, there was more security. He couldn’t get past the third floor. The librarians wouldn’t let him. Every time he tried, there was a barrier, and the staff informed him that books on higher floors were too dangerous, especially for new students like Max.

Today, he thought about his dagger that he’d won from Prince Regal. It seemed appropriate to do some light reading on enchanted weapons. He was familiar with enchanted weapons from his first life on Albion, but he was quickly coming to learn that the universe was much larger than he’d ever known before.

Every time he came to the library, he also kept an eye out for texts on reincarnation or anything else that might shed some light on his current situation. So far he couldn’t quite find anything that answered any of his questions. It’d been a while, and he didn’t have the aching frustration or anger about it anymore, but his death had truly been violent. When Max had been Chasa de Milo, he’d been murdered by some of his closest friends and most trusted people in his life.

Get it together Max, he told himself, slapping his cheeks. Ancient history.

He made a face as he started flipping through the new stack of books he’d placed on a table.

Most books he had read in the library so far about theories on reincarnation—or anybody coming back after death—involved dark magic and circumstances that didn’t apply to him. More importantly, they involved entire groups of people working to preserve a soul or otherwise allow a person to keep their memories while inhabiting a new body. Meanwhile, Max had been murdered and apparently just…reborn on an entirely different world.

The library was a great way to make a few hours pass in a productive manner. When lunchtime came around, he went and quickly grabbed some food, not looking too hard for Lance. He just scarfed something down as he was leaving the cafeteria, something easy to eat that looked sort of like corn dogs on Earth. Then he went right back to the library. Max set an internal alarm using his mana and continued reading during lunch time. He was pouring over a fascinating book on enchanted weapons that covered an entire class of devices that he had never heard of back on Albion. His horizons were definitely expanding.

When it was time for his third class, Monster Knowledge 101, he was both pleased and somewhat disappointed. His new teacher, Professor Willison, a middle-aged bearded man, had set up something like Professor Brenson had. Max just signed in that he had showed up and got a hard copy of his syllabus.

Just like that, he was done for the day.

Max went back to his dorm room and glumly looked in the closet. It was nice that he had at least one pair of decent clothes now, even though he hadn’t actually worn them yet, but he still didn’t have any workout clothes. This was becoming a problem since he had gotten back into working on his fitness. Working out in a robe was somewhat awkward, he had found, but there wasn’t any other choice right now. Summoner students apparently weren’t really big on working out as a group. Max decided that as soon as he could, he was going to figure out how to make some money and get some real clothes.

After working out for a bit, mostly doing sprints and exercises using his body weight, he headed to the rear of the Summoner Academy campus. He left school grounds, heading for a forest that was behind the college. This would give him a little bit of added privacy to practice martial arts. Working out was fine where other people could see him, but some things should be done alone.

As usual, once he was in the forest, he found a handy stick on the ground and proceeded to practice weapons forms. This was basically a second workout session for him, but he also used the opportunity to do fine mana control practice and use his physical body as a catalyst for his mana improvement efforts.

Max was not naive. Because of what he had done in the central area a few days ago, consequences were guaranteed. He expected someone else would eventually challenge him or even try to murder him. This was likely to be dangerous and annoying at least at some point. However, if he got into enough fights and was lucky enough to steal enough people’s belongings, that might actually solve his money problem.

He grinned at the thought and focused on his sword swings, imagining that his half-rotten branch was the same beautiful, powerful weapon that he wielded back in Albion.

What was done was done. Max had made enemies. The best thing to do now was to get stronger. In the future, his enemies were sure to be more dangerous.

This reality worried Max but also drove him, gave him a reason to push forward.

Max shook his head, remembering his friend Ven in his past life. Maybe Ven was right. Maybe there is something wrong with me.

He shrugged. Too late to change now.

Max practiced harder.


NINETEEN


Max’s second day of class started off differently than the first had. He decided to get up early and work out in the morning. While he was getting ready, he heard noise in the room next to his for the first time. The entire time he’d been at Summoner Academy so far, he’d never met his roommate. In fact, he’d never seen any evidence of anybody else ever being in the bathroom, so he was fairly sure up until this point that nobody lived there.

The noise was weird but could be an animal. He made a note of it, left, and did some light exercises.

His efforts to claim the mana around him and build his mana body to first star were going slowly but well. Even though it had only been a few days since his fight with Prince Regal, he judged himself to already be stronger and faster than he had been during the duel. His power was growing rapidly.

In fact, by this point, he was fairly sure that he would have been able to match the prince in raw strength. Of course, his growth at this point was very fast because he hadn’t had decent mana for a very long time. He would likely hit a point of diminishing returns very soon, especially since, despite the higher mana concentration than back on Earth, it was still relatively low in the Quartet. He has to assume that maybe part of that was because none of the Path schools in this Quartet were dependent upon mana. He thought he was right but still wanted to get it verified in the future.

Max’s morning went smoothly after that. He showered and changed into robes again. Wearing Prince Regal’s outfit he’d won was tempting. However, this was still going to be his first day of his other classes of the semester.

His first class today was Challenger Path Lore. Max arrived on time where his class was located in the Fire Hall. He noted that, unlike the three classes he’d had the previous day, there were actually a good number of upperclassmen in this class. He’d noticed a few in Summoner Lore 101 before. But now in Challenger Path Lore, it seemed less than half the students were first-years.

He caught more than a few looks when he found a seat near the back of the classroom. The other students’ gazes were directed at his dagger and were also sneaking glances at his first-year badge. Nobody arrived for the first time in any Quartet with any gear or anything other than a basic set of clothing, so he was sure they were speculating on where he might have obtained a weapon in his first week.

The professor wasn’t in class yet, so Max played around on his tablet, studying his syllabi, and also exploring the device to see what other functions it had. It really was a lot like a smartphone that ran on magic, and its most impressive function was how he could fold it up to turn into a bracelet. As he folded it, it actually grew thinner, compressing. Most of the students in the Quartet carried it this way.

A couple of minutes before class was officially going to start, the professor walked in. She was a handsome, dusky-skinned, middle-aged woman and didn’t make eye contact with anyone. She just turned to the board and wrote her name: Professor Nongal. Then she turned, studied her tablet, did a quick scan of the classroom, and said, “Good, you are all here.”

Then she tapped her podium and said, “We’re going to keep class light for the first week or two, but at its core, this is a memorization class. I am sorry if any of you came in here with a different expectation, but I will not be supportive of anybody who tries to drop or get a transfer after this first day, because I believe that this class is quite possibly one of the most important classes offered in the Summoner Academy.” She paused and scanned the classroom with a stony face. “I’m sure some of you are wondering what in the world I’m talking about. Maybe thinking that I’m being dramatic because this is my class. But no, I assure you, I mean what I say.

“Think. You are taking other classes on how to interface with other Challengers who are on other Paths after you return to your world. In reality, even though many people will have died when you return to your world, regardless of when you get back, there will still be many who will still be alive. And it is also true that most of them are going to be fairly useless when it comes to actually fighting monsters, regardless of how powerful or advanced your military was before you came here to this Quartet.” Out of the corner of his eye, Max noticed jaws clench and hands ball up into fists. The professor had definitely hit a nerve there, and she must’ve expected it because she gave a smile that was mostly genuine sympathy.

“I know that most of you, or hopefully just some of you, won’t believe me about this, but trust me, the longer you are in the Quartet and the more you see what other champions can do and the more you hear about worlds that couldn’t be saved, the more you will come to understand that I only speak the truth.” She gave another sympathetic look as a few students in the class rocked back in their seats. “Yes, it’s something that we don’t like to discuss very often in the Path school, and most of the upperclassmen already know. They should know anyway. But not all worlds are saved. I would bet that the majority of worlds in the universe are lost after a monster invasion begins.”

On the other side of the classroom from Max, a blond woman who looked like she was only about nineteen raised her hand. Professor Nongal pointed and said, “Yes?”

The student, a first-year like Max, asked, “Why do the monster attacks happen? Everything I’ve read in our handbooks or everything I’ve heard from other professors hasn’t answered this question yet, not directly.” Some other students in the class, notably ones who were in their first or second year, made grunts of agreement. The more advanced students were conspicuously quiet.

Max was all ears.

The professor sighed. “I hate when I have to be the one to tell students this, but the reason why nobody has given you straight answers is because we truly don’t have any. We have speculation, we have really good theories, we even have words from gods and goddesses, but at the end of the day, we still truly don’t know for certain why so many worlds come to calamity. All we know is it has been happening for a very long time because of the Path system and the Quartets. It is quite possible that this school has existed for tens of thousands of years.” She paused to let that sink in, and Max’s mind reeled. He wondered if maybe Albion would get an invasion of monsters in the future.

Max had been powerful in his past life, and there had been other powerful warriors and adventurers. But the scale of the attack that he had seen on Earth before being chosen as a Challenger was beyond the scope that a few plucky individuals on any world could fight by themselves. As he thought about it, even if a hundred thousand people from Earth had been chosen as Challengers, and all of them made it through their training and went back to Earth to fight…the planet was large. Theoretically, the number of Challengers returning would be distributed according to the populations of every country they came from.

So what about sparsely populated places? Would they just be out of luck? Or would that even end up being a hotbed of monster breeding or portals or whatever? Would that be the monster beach head? It was something he hadn’t truly considered before.

Apparently, others in the class were having some of the same realizations as Max because he heard at least one quiet groan.

The professor continued, “So now those of you who didn’t know, understand why it’s so important to take all of this seriously and to give yourselves every possible weapon you can gather before returning to your world. And mark my words, knowledge is truly one of the most powerful weapons you can return with.

“What this class will do is help you interface with other Challengers that you will meet and fight with against the monsters. But—” She held up a finger. “Perhaps even more important, it will help you identify other Paths among Challengers that you might eventually have to kill.”

Silence rang in the classroom, and Max could understand why. He was stunned, too. It was another fact that he should have thought of already, even with everything else going on, but he truly hadn’t considered it yet. He could only blame a couple of decades of relatively peaceful life on Earth. But now he knew the professor was exactly right. Out of a hundred thousand people, or even only ten thousand people that came from Earth to train as Challengers, not all of them would be good people. And some of them, even if they fought monsters, might try to kill their fellow man. Or worse.

Max’s hand flexed as he remembered his days in Albion fighting against fellow adventurers. What’s old is new again, he thought.

Professor Nongal nodded her head in satisfaction as she scanned the room. “I do not enjoy saying these things to you, especially on the first day of class, but I am glad that most, if not all, of you seem to understand what I was trying to communicate. The more you know about other Paths, the more effective you can be as a warrior of your world and as a Challenger in general. It might actually save your life.” She began to say something else but closed her mouth with a snap. “More on that later. Now, then, I am going to give you an assignment to start reading the book for this class that you will find in your tablet. Most of our classes from here on are going to be very intense and full of information. I will be conducting class in a lecture format. However, during this semester, we will briefly visit all three other academies, the other schools in this Quartet, so that you can witness training by Challengers on other Paths firsthand.”

When Max heard that, his heart sped up a bit. He had been intensely curious about the other schools in the Quartet ever since he had first started reading his new student pamphlets. Professor Nongal nodded her head to everybody in class and said, “You may have a longer break before your next class if you have one…starts now. Dismissed.”

Max left the classroom with a curious mix of emotions.

He definitely agreed with Professor Nongal that her class was important, but based on his past life, he had a feeling he was going to think his next class was even more important. One thing he learned as the Hero of Albion was that with enough power, even the best or nastiest surprises could be overcome. And that had been mostly working alone.

However, when Max had been murdered in his first life, he learned another hard lesson about trusting people. He’d had a lot of time to think about it, and one reason he’d thought the untrustworthy were trustworthy was because he’d never let people in. Not really. He’d never been truly close with anyone.

This was one reason why on Earth he had made more of an effort to be outgoing and to cultivate true friendships. If he had had somebody watching his back, somebody he truly trusted, maybe he wouldn’t have been stabbed before. And his next class, Basic Group Combat, would be relevant whether he was fighting just with friends or perhaps even with an army. The basics and the principles were largely the same.
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Basic Group Combat was a bit different than Max’s other classes. He knew there would be a test that every student would need to pass or they couldn’t continue with the class. This was why so many students in Summoner Academy took Basic Combat before trying Basic Group Combat.

This class wasn’t held in one of the standard classrooms. Instead, it was in an outbuilding near one of the fields behind the academy. As Max arrived, he noticed a group of students milling around outside. A man about his age with white hair and red eyes stood with everybody else. Eventually, Max could see what had to be the professor heading over from one of the other buildings. He was tall and gaunt, with gray hair tied back into a ponytail. He wore an axe on his back and had two smaller hatchets on his belt in sheaths on both hips.

The professor scanned the waiting students, and Max could practically feel the weight of the other man’s scrutiny, especially on the dagger he wore. He marched right past all the waiting students, walked up two steps leading to the door of the classroom, and then turned. “My name,” he said in a deep voice, “is Professor Gravecall. I am not going to waste your time, and you are going to immediately get into testing. Because if you don’t pass, you can’t be in my class anyway. Everybody who fails will be in the same boat as those who didn’t show up today and will need to transfer. Do you all understand?”

The students all nodded, and a few gave small, tentative words of agreement. But the professor was already ignoring them as he stomped off toward a nearby field. Max exchanged glances with a few others and followed the professor. He could tell where the professor was heading when he saw the racks of practice weapons to one side of a nearby field.

Sure enough, the professor marched right up to the weapon rack, turned, and said, “Fighting in groups or learning to fight in groups is the entire point of this class. So I will not be testing you on that. You will have plenty of time to learn.

“But you should already know how to fight before we start, at least the basics. The easiest way to demonstrate to me that you know how to fight, at least well enough for this class, is to have one-on-one duels. I don’t have the patience to wait for everybody to find a partner nor to watch friends take it easy on one another. So I have a bowl with numbers here. There are thirty people present. There are fifteen numbers in the bowl. Once you pick a number, you will be paired into groups based on your number, one to fifteen. Does everybody understand?”

All the students nodded, and the professor handed the bowl to the first student, a chubby boy with glasses, who drew a piece of paper and then passed the bowl around. By the time Max drew a number, there weren’t many left, and he glanced at his paper. Number ten, huh? he thought. The students milled around, calling out their numbers, looking for their partner. Max was surprised by the person he’d been paired with, a smaller student who was a little bit older than him.

The professor said, “Now you all are paired up. We are going to do duels one at a time, and whether you win or lose is not how you will pass this test. Instead, I need to see where your skill is at, where your instincts are, and also what kind of heart you have. You may wonder how I’m able to ascertain all of these things through simple duels, but just take it on faith. After we have our first round of duels, I am going to call up several other students to have one more duel, and they will likely be starting team captains for the semester. Do you all understand my instructions?”

All the students, including Max, nodded or otherwise indicated that they’d heard what the professor had said. “Good, let’s get started, then. Number one pair, come up and get in the chalked circle over there after choosing one of the practice weapons.”

The first pair walked forward, a man and a woman. The woman, who was tall with dark skin and short hair, raised a hand. The professor asked, “Yes?”

The woman said, “May I choose more than one weapon, Professor?”

“Yes, yes. If you want to hold more than one weapon or carry them, you can take as many as you want. I don’t care.”

The student nodded her head and perused the racks of practice weapons with her opponent. As they did so, Professor Grave Call said, “Everybody waiting right now, look at the weapons rack and try to decide what you are going to use before your duel. I want this process to be a little bit quicker than it is right now for matches after this one.”

Max nodded to himself. That was a reasonable request. He caught a glimpse of the professor’s tablet and could see it display information about every student whenever Gravecall pointed it at anyone in class.

That’s slick, he thought.

Then the two duelists took their place within the large chalked circle in the field. The male duelist was slightly past middle age and a bit overweight, but Max could tell by how he carried himself that he had been a fighter or a soldier of some kind before coming to Summoner Academy. The dark-skinned woman held herself like an athlete. In one hand, she had a spear, and she had fitted two wooden daggers into a rope belt that she’d secured from the weapons rack. The man was holding a large sword. A crossbow with padded bolts in a quiver hung at his waist. Max wasn’t sure why the man had taken the hand crossbow. Maybe in case the fight turned long range.

The practice weapon rack really did have quite a few options to choose from. It even looked like there was some sort of pistol and even a rifle. Max doubted that either one of them was a practice version of a firearm like back on Earth since so many Paths and monsters had ways to nullify chemically propelled bullets. But then again, some Paths could use guns to good effect.

Max knew Summoners couldn’t, so he figured the only reason the weapons were on the rack was maybe to be thorough. Maybe, he thought. But again, he doubted they were meant to be training versions of guns using gunpowder. Perhaps somebody could join Summoner Academy with other abilities or skills that would help them use guns that didn’t fire bullets. Max knew a lot of his questions about people with other powers or on other Paths would be answered in his classes.

Most of what he knew now he’d overheard in the lunchroom or through conversations with other students. But he’d consistently heard that sometimes people embarked on a Path who also had other powers or unique variations. And apparently, if anyone was already too far on any given Path or analogue, the system would usually automatically place them in the appropriate school for it.

Now Max knew that if Earth had had more mana and he’d been able to build his mana body more, maybe even to one star, he might have automatically been placed in the academy for the Blade Sorcerer Path. He still wasn’t sure if that would have been better than his current situation or not.

He watched carefully as the two duelists squared off against each other.

“Begin,” said the professor, and the fight started.

It was over quickly. The man rushed the woman, trying to overpower her with a heavy overhand chop, and she didn’t even bother to block it. She merely stepped back and threatened the older student with one of her daggers in her belt, throwing it underhand at his face. The throw didn’t have a lot of power behind it, and Max judged it might not have even hit point-first, but the man still went out of his way to dodge and bat it away. That one moment of distraction and confusion cost him the duel when the woman darted forward and planted the tip of her spear on his chest. He fell on his butt.

Professor Gravecall announced, “Winner.” He pointed at the woman. Then he called, “Next.”

Each fight progressed similarly, and Max stopped paying very close attention unless there was an interesting series of exchanges or if something else caught his eye. In only a few minutes, it was his turn.
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Max moved to the weapon rack to grab a wooden training sword. There were a number of weapons he could use proficiently, but he decided to keep it simple with just an arming sword. However, as he neared the center of the circle, Professor Gravecall held up a hand and pointed at the dagger on Max’s waist. “First, please remove your live weapon.” Max nodded and took the dagger off of his belt.

At this point, all of the students who hadn’t noticed the dagger were aware of it. They alternated looking at Max’s first-year badge and the weapon, staring in astonishment. Those most surprised were the upperclassmen past the second year. He set the dagger down near the instructor on the ground, and one student nearby took a couple of steps away as if it was a viper. Max was mildly amused by the other student’s reaction. She was one of the students that hadn’t dueled so far, and he thought if she was that afraid of a dagger on the ground, she might have a tough time in this class.

Then Max moved back toward the chalk circle, but the professor held up his hand again and asked, “What is your name?”

“It’s Max Cunningham.” He wondered why the professor had asked when he could just look it up on his tablet.

Professor Gravecall said, “Ah, you must be the first-year student I heard about that beat a Mystic Spear student in the central area. Am I correct?”

Max didn’t really like how the professor was singling him out, but he didn’t see a point in lying. Especially when the professor obviously already knew about it all. So he said, “Yeah, that was me.” Around him, the other students stared in further astonishment.

The professor gave a slight nod and said, “Let us change your opponent. So far, these duels have been very educational, and we will not need a second round of duels as things stand. I would like to keep it that way to save time. Gantry Pliss, come front and center and duel student Max here.”

“What about me, Professor?” said the man with the mustache that Max was originally going to duel.

“You can duel the opponent that Gantry had drawn,” said Gravecall.

The man with the mustache nodded and glumly moved to the side. Max wasn’t sure why the smaller man obviously wanted to fight him.

Gantry Pliss, the white-haired man who’d first spoken to Max when he approached the school building, selected a weapon. He chose a sword just like Max, but his was balanced more for stabbing and was slightly longer. The two squared up against each other, and Max examined the other man’s appearance more carefully for the first time. He was wearing a robe like everyone else, but it was of finer quality. He was also a third-year.

The professor instructed, “Begin,” and Max darted forward. Gantry’s sword moved up incredibly quickly, just in time to block a strike Max had delivered at the other man’s temple. Smoothly, Gantry transitioned into a riposte, the stab smooth but powerful. Max dodged backward, the tip of his sword flicking up, touching the other man’s practice weapon before sliding along its length and trying to take an arm. Gantry was quick, though. He pivoted to one side, and Max’s sword blade barely missed.

Max sprang backward to prevent getting stabbed in the chest and narrowed his eyes, wondering what was going on.

Granted, he was nowhere even close to the power he’d had during his life on Albion, but he still had superhuman levels of physicality. Meanwhile, Gantry, although in good shape, didn’t seem to be moving with the same speed or power that Max was. He was not using any obvious, flashy abilities, either. Instead, at the last moment, his limbs or sword would seem to move in a jerky manner. That’s what was making it hard to counter him, too. Max narrowed his eyes, engaging warily, going for a leg instead after a sneaky fake-out. The feint almost worked, but right as his sword was about to take his opponent’s knee, Gantry’s entire body slid backward by about a foot.

This should be a relatively low-powered fight, since Gantry was a Summoner and only in his third year. At least Max assumed this would be the case. And that had seemed to be true—it was why Max felt like he was doing okay despite his own low level of power. But the way the other man was moving was super weird.

Max frowned and attacked more seriously, injecting his wooden sword with mana to keep it whole as he delivered a punishing series of strikes. Whatever ability Gantry was using to protect himself could keep up…barely. At least until Max incorporated more feints. He closed again, thinking he might finally be able to win against the white-haired man. But suddenly, as he was going for a winning strike, he felt a strong push from behind on his shoulders. Max stumbled, suddenly off balance. Quick as a snake, Gantry’s sword tip touched him in the armpit. There wasn’t too much pressure, so the only thing that hurt was Max’s pride. He had not lost a duel with swords in a very, very long time.

Obviously, the other man had done something he didn’t understand. He stared at Gantry and, after a moment of hesitation, bowed and said, “Good fight. Thank you for not skewering my armpit.”

The other man’s guarded expression faded, and he gave a big smile. “Don’t mention it, and you almost got me.” At that moment, a single slow clap turned into applause by about half of the class, especially the first-years. The man with the mustache that Max was originally intended to duel looked very obviously relieved. It seemed he’d had a change of heart about dueling Max.

Professor Gravecall walked up to the ring and said, “You two have both learned something important, I think. Gantry, now you see how somebody who truly knows how to fight, someone skilled, can test you. Keep in mind that Max here just started school at this Academy yesterday. He has not even been attuned to his Summoner sight yet. He has no contracted spirits.” Then he turned to Max and said, “And now you, who obviously has fighting experience, understand the kind of trickery and versatility that some Summoners have access to. You absolutely would have won that fight if Gantry were not a Summoner, probably in the first second. But despite your superior skill, Gantry held his own and even beat you due to his relationship with his spirits.”

Max nodded. “I think I understand. Whatever pushed me was a spirit.”

“Correct,” said the professor. “Very soon, when your Summoner’s Sight is opened, you’ll be able to see them. Maybe.” Max was now understanding the implications of this new power. Without saying anything else, he moved to the side of the field where everybody who had finished their test was watching. There was one other decent duel before they were all finished, one between the man with the mustache and his new opponent. But other than that, Max saw mostly basic skills like the other duels before his.

Finally, Professor Gravecall shouted, “Gather ’round!”

All the students headed over, and as soon as they surrounded him, Gravecall told the first row to take a knee. That done, he said, “I’m very pleased everybody here passed their test to take Basic Croup Combat. Your four group captains are going to be Max Cunningham,” he pointed at Max, “Gantry Pliss,” he pointed at Max’s opponent, “Eleanor Little,” he gestured at a muscular young woman that had used butterfly swords in her duel, “and last—” The professor pointed at the man with the mustache who’d originally wanted to fight Max earlier, a second-year.

“The last captain will be Harold Mantle. Captains, you will stay behind to talk to me. Everybody else is dismissed. Make sure you read your syllabus and prepare for the next class. If you have clothing that is easier to move in than your standard robes, I suggest you wear it during this class from now on. If you don’t have such a thing, I suggest that you buy it or earn money so that you can. It will be cheaper to find a student who sews that can craft clothing for you out of standard robes.”

Most of the class left, leaving just Max, Gantry, Eleanor, and Harold standing in front of the professor. “Next class, I am going to give you all a list of your new teammates. When we have exercises or mock battles between teams, you four will be the designated team leaders unless I change things up that day. Keep in mind I may change these teams later. This class will be graded, and whoever the team leaders are, if they perform well, I will be willing to write letters of recommendation for some of the more prestigious classes, and you will receive a prize from the school. This is one of the best routes to graduate Summoner Academy early. And, for your information, the four best soldiers in the class, your number-one teammates, will also get the same perks. A total of eight people will get recommendations at the end of the semester. Do you all understand?”

All four new team leaders nodded. Some classes in the Summoner Academy were harder to get into than others, and some weren’t offered every year. A recommendation from a professor could actually help get into classes or even skip some classes altogether. When the professor turned away, giving them an obvious dismissal, Max was lost in thought as he headed back to campus.


TWENTY


Halfway back, Max was surprised by Gantry Pliss approaching him. “Your name is Max?”

“Yes. Gantry, right?”

“That’s what they call me,” said Gantry with a smile. His face grew serious, and he said, “Truly, I am super impressed by how you fight. What the professor said was true. You wouldn’t even need to have any contracted spirits to be a serious contender against a lot of other Summoners in duels. All you would need was to have your third eye open. If you could see or sense spirits, you probably would have beat me. What kind of world are you from? Can everyone fight like that on your world?”

Max grinned without humor. “Earth is a high-technology, no-mana planet, at least until the monsters attacked. I lived in a very peaceful area that never saw war.”

“I don’t get it. Then how can you fight like that?” said Gantry.

Max thought about how to answer and decided to tell a half-truth. “I used to practice as a hobby.”

Gantry shook his head and chuckled. “Well, tell you what. If you don’t have anything else to do, want to get a snack from the cafeteria and give me some pointers?”

Max tried to think about how to refuse politely, and Gantry noticed his hesitation. He said, “Even though you have the dagger”—he pointed at the dagger Max had put back in his belt earlier—“I bet you don’t have many clothes, right? Tell you what: I’ve been here a few years. If you give me some advice over a little bit of food, I’ll give you one of my athletic sets of clothes. Deal?”

“Deal. But if they’re in some sort of stupid color, I’m going to be annoyed.”

Gantry laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ve gotten enough comments about my hair since I’ve been in Summoner Academy. I haven’t really wanted to stand out in other ways on top of it.”

“Fair enough,” said Max.

The two of them walked to the cafeteria. Max wasn’t sure why Gantry was willing to give him a new set of clothes, but he was definitely willing to give him a few minutes for the trade.
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Max sat down across from Gantry at a table in the cafeteria. During and between meals, the cafeteria always had various snacks available. As Max knew, there was no limit to how many times somebody could eat in a day. However, he assumed there would be a limit to anything if a student took it to an extreme. After all, there were always people scanning students when they entered.

Gantry, surprisingly, had gotten a bunch of sweets. Since he was in the cafeteria anyway, Max had picked up nachos with some sort of cooked ground meat on top, and he was planning to eat this instead of dinner later. He got directly to the point. “So what do you want to really talk to me about, Gantry?” Max popped a nacho in his mouth and chewed as he thought about the duel they’d both just had. Both of their little cuts and bruises they’d sustained had already been healed through the energies of the Quartet.

“I heard about your duel with that prince in the Mystic Spear Academy. To be honest, I was really excited when we got the opportunity to duel, and I just wanted to talk to you about it.”

“That’s it?” asked Max.

“Truly,” said Gantry. “Well, I was honest about the pointers, too, but I am not sure how much you can actually teach me in one conversation over a meal.”

Max ate another nacho and thought about the duel. On one hand, part of him felt a sting of hurt pride and frustration because he’d lost. But on the other hand, he had to be fair with himself and put everything in context. In Max’s past life, he’d pushed his mana body to be an eight-star Blade Sorcerer. At this point, his mana body didn’t even have a single star. On top of that, he’d had to crawl his way up from the very bottom to reach the top in his first life. Along the way, he’d learned how to temper disappointments and not allow losses to impact his motivation for long.

It seemed that Gantry had concerns along the same veins because he added, “Honestly, I was very impressed with our duel. It wasn’t a fluke that you were able to beat a Mystic Spear Path second-year.”

Max shrugged. “I don’t know about that. I mean, little lord-what’s-his-name wasn’t even using a spear. He had a dagger, and I had the reach with the cane that I was using.”

Gantry shook his head. “I don’t think that’s entirely fair. Or accurate. It’s possible that you might just be humble, but it’s possible you don’t know. Because the fact is you just got here. And I have my summons, and in your duel before, your opponent had his Mystic Spear arts. Meanwhile, both times, you were just a guy with a stick and some mana control.”

Max raised his eyebrows. “Mana control? You can tell, huh?”

Gantry nodded and said, “There was no way I couldn’t. I mean, no normal person could have possibly lasted for more than a second with me. And I have seen other Challengers duel before. Not much, but enough.”

Max ate another nacho as he considered the other man. Gantry’s tone wasn’t arrogant or boastful. It was entirely matter of fact. And Max knew he had to agree with Gantry’s self-assessment.

“Yeah, but I still lost. Excuses are excuses. In a real fight, I’d have been dead.”

Gantry smiled and said, “Yes, but I think you still might be having a little bit of a misunderstanding.”

“What do you mean?” asked Max.

“In the entire academy, there are some who consider me one of the best student duelists, even though I am only a third-year.” He shrugged and said, “I don’t think I entirely agree. My abilities are not very versatile yet. But the fact is that I am a very difficult opponent for most other students in the academy. The vast majority. Regardless of year.”

Max was shocked. “Really? I mean, I’m not trying to insult you, and I lost, after all. But…”

Gantry shook his head sadly and said, “The reputation of Summoners being weak exists for a reason. And unfortunately, a large part of it is due to how poorly our Path performs in duels and all of the competitions in the Quartet. And on top of that, yes, I beat you, but you couldn’t even see or feel any of my spirits and you have none of your own.”

Max frowned. “Well, in a real fight, that wouldn’t matter. And not only that, it’s not like we’re going to understand the powers of all of our enemies. The reality is I just wasn’t strong enough.”

Gantry sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “The truth is, neither am I.”

“Huh?” said Max.

Gantry said, “When I was fighting you, I burned up a large portion of my energy just to keep up. And one of my contracted summons is a spirit of a dead sword master. He was not only guiding my actions, he was even directing my body. And my second summon, a less-powerful spirit, was pushing my limbs and my sword to help me generate speed. Without the two of them, I would have been helpless against you. Even without one of them, I would have been completely outclassed. And a large part of it is because I’m just not a good enough fighter yet. I will keep working hard, but I’d be a fool not to understand you will likely soon surpass me.”

He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “All of this was actually one reason why I joined the Basic Group Combat class. I’ve already progressed through most of the other combat classes in the academy, and I can’t seem to get any better. Sure, I’m good in a duel against most other Summoners in the academy. But if our school is going to have any hope against the Mystic Spear Academy mid-semester, I need to get better. We all do.”

Max thought about what he was hearing and some of the subtext. He bluntly said, “You’re going to ask me to help you, aren’t you?”

Gantry merely nodded. “I think I can help you, too,” he said.

“How so?”

Gantry took a sip of water. “Contacts, for one thing,” he said. “You just got here and you are probably going to be talked about more than I am soon. But you don’t know everybody. My advice might be helpful about who is who, and I have no reason to lie to you. And to be honest, I’ve been paraded around like a show animal for the last year, being told by all the professors that I am one of the academy’s best hopes for the tournament in the Quartet at the end of the year.

“They can say what they want, but they are delusional. I know that right now I don’t have what it takes to place highly. But maybe with your help, I can. And not only that, we’re in the same group combat class together and we are both opposing team leaders. I think if we can train together, maybe even have a friendly rivalry, perhaps we’ll get more out of the class than we otherwise would. And maybe others in the class would get more out of it, too. You will still surpass me, but others will rise as well.”

Max said, “I think I might get it. This isn’t just about the Quartet. You’re thinking about when we return to our worlds, too, right?”

Gantry nodded. “I think that sometimes after people are here for a year or two or more, it’s easy for them to forget what we’re training for. Or maybe even ignore it. But even though that might make the time go by a little more pleasantly, I don’t think it’s the right thing to do. Because I remind myself that this isn’t my real body.” He ran one hand over his arm. “And I remind myself that everybody I knew before coming to the academy is still back home. And I don’t even know when I’m going to be able to return.”

He fixed Max with a direct stare and said, “I want to get stronger. I need to get stronger. And maybe I’m speaking out of line, but I felt like I could feel the same drive from you today. You looked like you were ready to fight me again. No hesitation. A lot of other students in the academy just don’t seem to have that fire. They’re good people. And in order to be here in the first place, they have to have a warrior spirit. But… But… Most of them have either accepted a support role or naturally gravitate toward it. That’s not me. When I go back, I want to be on the front line with everybody else who’s helping save my people.”

“So boil it down. What makes you think I can help you?” said Max.

Gantry snorted. “That’s obvious. Even if I couldn’t hear the direction of my sword master summon… Actually, the nature of my summon is just between us, by the way. It’s apparently a rare sort of thing, and I don’t need that information going out to everybody who already thinks I’m greater than I really am. But I could tell that you are far more talented and skilled than me when we were dueling. Everyone could. And I could tell that if you could move faster…you would have absolutely destroyed me. The impression I got is that…” He seemed to search for words. “Your body couldn’t keep up with what you wanted to do right now.”

Max slowly munched on a nacho and nodded. He was impressed by Gantry’s insight. Despite all the man’s frustration with his lack of power, he definitely had talent.

Then Gantry continued, “I can also tell that you have real experience. You didn’t hesitate when you came after me. And that’s not something I can say for the majority of other students that I’ve dueled. So, even though I’m not rich—I don’t have much money here—I have enough to be comfortable. And I’m willing to help you if you will help me.” He gave a lopsided grin. “Although to be honest, you’ll likely have the resources I do soon, too, after more professors find out how you can fight.”

Max thought about the matter carefully. And Gantry left him in peace as he finished his nachos in silence. Finally, Max looked up and said, “Okay, I’ll help train you. To fight. But in return, you will also owe me a favor.”

Gantry smiled widely, held out his hand, and said, “Deal. Gladly.”

Max quickly finished the last nacho he was eating, brushed his hands off on his robes, and shook the other man’s hand. “Okay, my short days are Tuesdays and Thursdays. Will you be able to meet me after class on days like today?”

Gantry nodded seriously. “I think we can make that work, especially if occasionally we only meet once a week.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Max. “But let’s start next Tuesday, not this Thursday.”

“All right,” said Gantry. Then he picked up his tray and stood up. “I’m done with my cupcakes, so I will get going. I’ll see you around.”

“See you,” said Max. And as the other man left, he scratched his cheek in thought. If he was already helping Gantry, maybe later he could also ask Lance if he wanted to join in. Of course, his friend might not have the time or even the desire, but he figured it wouldn’t be a bad idea to ask. Especially since Lance would be returning to Earth with him.

Some of what Gantry had just said definitely resonated with Max. And as he left the cafeteria, moving back to his dorm, he thought about what Earth might be like when he returned. He also thought about how much longer it would take to reach a first star-mana body as a Blade Sorcerer. The first star would still not be easy for a normal person, but Max had already done it before. And once he achieved a single star, he would still have many more options in any fight or duel he might be in in the future.

A lingering concern at this point was that the mana in this Quartet was still not great. And he wasn’t sure if he would be forced to leave Summoner Academy if he grew his mana body too powerful. Maybe they’d send him to another school, and Max didn’t want that. So far, the Summoner Path was interesting to him, and he really wanted to see this thing through. He also really didn’t need to learn how to be a Blade Sorcerer again, and this was a way to become much more powerful than he could have dreamed in his first life.

When he got to his room, he pulled out a sheet of paper and a pen. Then he checked his syllabi on his tablet, opened one of his textbooks, and began to study.


TWENTY-ONE


The next day, Wednesday, Max woke up early. It seemed rising early was starting to become a habit. This time, he didn’t hear any sounds coming from his roommate’s room. He did a light workout, went to the cafeteria, and got changed. He still decided to wear a robe, but as the day before, he wore his dagger on his belt.

His first class of the day was his homeroom class, the first-year Summoner class that he had with Lance. He saw his friend across a courtyard as he was heading to the Fire Hall and waved at him. As the two walked the rest of the way to their homeroom class, Lance and Max filled each other in on everything that had happened the day before. Lance had gone to Basic Survival and Community Defense class, and it turned out he was enjoying both of them so far.

At Summoner class, the two of them took a seat. Professor Two-Spirit watched from the front of the classroom where he was seated. Now that Max was looking for it, he saw the professor point his tablet at each student as they came in and wondered why some of the other teachers took attendance or asked students to sign in. It didn’t make a lot of sense to Max when a teacher could just point their tablet at people and update their attendance.

When it was time for class to start, Professor Two-Spirit began talking, projecting his voice all the way to the back of the classroom with apparently very little effort. He said, “On Friday, we will begin trying to open your third eye so you can be a proper Summoner.”

A student raised his hand, and the professor called on him. The student said, “Summoners can call monsters into the real world to fight other monsters, right?”

Wow. He hasn’t been paying attention, thought Max.

Professor Two-Spirit smiled and shook his head. “No. Not at all. And maybe before we go further, it’s a good idea to remind those of you who know, but also tell those of you who don’t know how each Path generally works.

“Every Path in the universe, and there are thousands, if not millions, has three general sub-paths that any warrior can learn. Those three Paths are attack, defense, and utility or balanced combat, which is a mixture of both. So for instance, let’s imagine a warrior, a mundane warrior who only uses a sword and shield. That warrior can focus on learning to kill their opponent on the battlefield as quickly as possible by focusing on weak points. They can focus on using their shield to protect their fellow soldiers and work as a team. They can also focus on adequately protecting themselves and others with their shield but striking when the opportunity presents itself. The differences are subtle using this example, but much more extreme with magic.

“For Summoners, we call the three sub-paths Movers, Screamers, and Solids. Mover Summoners can utilize their summons to move physical objects in this world. This can be anything from throwing a knife, to opening a door, pushing someone, or for the most powerful Summoners possibly even blocking a deadly strike. Summoners are highly misunderstood by other Paths, and sometimes even by other Summoners themselves. Movers can easily be mistaken for tekekinetics.

“Then there is Defense. We call this the Screamer sub-path of Summoner. Screamers are Summoners that utilize their contracted spirits to distract, annoy, or terrify their opponents. For instance, imagine you are an enemy fighting a Screamer Summoner. You are about to go in for the kill, but suddenly you hear a shriek right by your ear. Almost anyone or anything is going to react from that, and this reaction is the world that Screamer Summoners live in. Sounds, illusions, even affecting an opponent’s overall mental state for a time, Screamers run the gamut from weak to extremely powerful.

“And last are Solid Summoners. Solid Summoners are the rarest sub-path and have contracted spirits that generate ectoplasmic matter or an energy body. This is the closest sub-path to what several pet Paths might stereotypically do, except Solid Summoners have much more versatility. Some Solid Summoners might be able to generate a shield using their spirits. One of the most powerful Solid Summoners in history was allegedly able to create an entire house of ectoplasm to live in while traveling.”

Wow, thought Max. He was starting to get more excited about his new Path. Now he also had a better idea of what Gantry Pliss had done during their duel. He must have been a Mover.

The professor continued, “Any Summoner that becomes an expert in any two sub-paths is considered a Master, and any Summoner who masters all three sub-paths would be referred to as a Grandmaster. This is true for any Path in the universe as well. For instance, Elemental Shifters, another academy in this quartet, has three sub-paths just like Summoners do. The name of their sub-paths are Limb Elemental Shifters, Body Elemental Shifters, and Absorber Elemental Shifters.”

Max furiously took notes on his tablet. This was exactly the type of information he wanted.

Professor Two-Spirit continued to talk about sub-paths in more detail until class was about to end. Then he said, “On Friday, we’ll be opening your third eye. There’s nothing in particular that you need to do to prepare other than try to get some rest, be in a calm state of mind, and be willing to explore outside your limits.”

Max left the classroom with Lance, and his mind spun, thinking about the implications of sub-paths for Summoners. He thought of his previous life as a Blade Sorcerer and realized that there had been three sub-paths for that Path, too. He had just never thought of it that way, nor had it been taught that way, either.

His next class was Summoner Path Lore. He chatted for a few minutes with Lance before saying goodbye and heading to his next class.

When he arrived, Professor Brenson was seated at the front of the room and didn’t even look up until the bell rang and class officially started. Max wondered when she took attendance. Maybe she hadn’t. If this was like a true university like back on Earth, there would be some professors who did not take attendance. It was something that Max hadn’t really paid attention to in his syllabi yet. Most, if not all, of the professors would likely have grading criteria in there…but who knew if they were even telling the truth? The very idea of grading people on classes they were taking so they could learn to fight monsters and save dying worlds amused Max a bit. It was ironic. Dark, even.

Somewhat surprisingly, Professor Brenson’s lecture ended up being very similar to Professor Two-Spirit’s. She touched on the different sub-classes of the Summoner Path. However, instead of drilling down into what each sub-path meant, she talked about the history of the Summoner Path and began connecting their Path to some of the other Paths in the universe. Max actually found the lecture very interesting. He got out of class with a page full of notes he’d taken on his tablet throughout the lecture with a huge list of questions he wanted to remember. Maybe he’d ask the professor in the future.

He was lost in thought as he ate lunch by himself. Max pretended not to notice when a couple of people acted like they wanted to sit with him. He hadn’t been intending to be anti-social, but he’d noticed the glances they stole at the dagger on his belt. Since their motivations were suspect, Max decided to hold off on being too buddy-buddy with anyone else right away.

His last few conversations had kind of helped him understand better how important the martial competitions in the Quartet were. They were tied to money and prestige, too. He wasn’t sure if there were any group competitions or not, but even if every tournament was an individual thing, he could imagine why some of the winners would have groupies.

And he was already getting a reputation.

He could imagine that some other students might want his input if they believed some of the rumors about how he’d beaten Prince Regal. He’d overheard one person earlier in the hall saying that a freshman had beat a third-year Mystic Spear Path student while both of them wielded a spear. It was bullshit, and the story kept getting more embellished. Max had an idea that his relative anonymity was going to end very soon.

His third class of the day, Monster Knowledge 101, started with a lecture, too. Max was pleasantly surprised to learn that some of the monsters mentioned were creatures he was familiar with. He’d been half afraid that all the other demons and monsters in the universe were completely different than he’d encountered on Albion. It hadn’t been the most rational fear he’d ever had, but it’d still been good to find out otherwise. And knowing of a decent number of monsters already meant this subject was one less thing that Max had to focus so hard on learning. All he had to do for the next semester in his Monster Knowledge 101 class would be to just fill in the gaps he had in his knowledge.

Professor Willison ended up being a very friendly man, much more so than Max had assumed after their first meeting, and his teaching style was very animated and hands-on. Max was happy to learn that he’d been correct about the class, that in addition to types of monsters, he’d also learn weak points and notable ways to kill them.

For the first time since he came to the Quartet, Max began to wonder what would happen to the notes that he was taking. After all, they couldn’t take anything with them from the Quartet, or at least that’s what he’d been told.

After class got out, he asked another student if he knew. He was a man with a beard, somewhat tall with glasses, and Max had noticed in class that he’d seemed very sharp. Whenever called upon, he’d always seemed to know exactly what the professor was talking about. Because of the man’s extra interactions with the teacher, Max had actually caught his name.

“Charles,” he said, “I have a random question if you have time.”

The bearded man gave a lopsided smile. “Then I might have a random answer, and I have time. But first, let me ask you.” He pointed at the dagger on Max’s waist and said, “Are you the rumored student that beat the snot out of the Mystic Spear Path student in the central area before this semester started?”

Max shrugged. “Yeah, that was me, but don’t believe all the rumors. I think some people are blowing it out of proportion. I got lucky.” He thought about his duel with Gantry Pliss and accepted that his win over Prince Regal really had been lucky, or at least heavily influenced by circumstances. The other man had been only wielding a dagger and had been arrogant. If he’d taken Max seriously from the start, maybe it would have gone differently.

The loss to Gantry was still on his mind. It had been a long time since Max’s confidence had been this shaken. He knew the only real solution for the problem would be to work hard, train , and not only develop his mana body but also learn to be a Summoner.

Charles walked down the hallway with Max. He nodded and said, “I thought it was something like that, but still, that’s pretty amazing that you were able to win a duel only a few days after getting here. Meanwhile, I’m still trying to figure out the layout of the halls I have classes in. Anyway, what’s your question? I sure hope it’s random. You promised.”

Max pointed at the tablet that he’d folded up and put around his wrist like a bracelet. “Do we get to keep these things when we leave? Or is there another way that we can take the notes out or something?”

Charles snapped his fingers. “Ah, I actually know the answer to this random question! Yes, we get to keep these tablets. Are you from a technological world, too?”

“Yeah.”

“I heard somebody else saying that on technological worlds, our tablets can actually interface with the local technology, too. These are really amazing devices. And probably, actually, have you heard about the…” He stopped himself. “No, if you’re asking me this question, you wouldn’t know. I’ll just tell you. The greatest benefit of these things when we’re back on our home world is that every other returnee that has a tablet of their own, people on other Paths will be able to communicate with us using their tablets. So we can actually talk and coordinate.”

Max lifted his eyebrows. “That’s actually kind of amazing.”

“I know, right?” said Charles. “And the other thing that I’ve thought about ever since I got here is that this Quartet language that we all know is going to be a language all the returnees will have in common.”

“That’s a good point, too.”

The two of them talked a little bit longer before parting ways. Max thought about the interaction on his way back to his dorm. When he’d been the Hero of Albion, there hadn’t been very many people that he could rely on. Of course, hindsight being what it was, he could recognize that he’d never really given many people a chance, either. Now he was going to do things differently. He vowed to recognize other people who were good at things or who knew things Max didn’t know, people he could learn from and rely on.

With a head full of new knowledge and a heart full of resolution, Max got ready to train.

He went out to a small copse of trees behind the academy where he didn’t see anybody else. When he sat down, he felt the world around him, sensing the mana swirl to and fro. He began refining the mana using the secret technique he’d discovered by chance in his first life. Slowly, ever so slowly, his mana body began to form more fully.

As usual, he used his quiet time to do more thinking. Being strong of body was important, but so was being strong in mind.

Losing a duel with Gantry and fighting Prince Regal in the central area had rekindled a competitive spirit in Max. He’d been aware it was still there deep inside, but maybe not quite to what extent. Now that it was alive again, it was growing quickly.

When he thought about his last few weeks on Earth before coming to the Quartet, he had to admit to himself that it had been manifesting itself there, too. Getting involved in martial arts again had reawakened part of who he was.

Deep down, Max admitted to himself that he was actually fairly curious about all of the martial competitions in the Quartet and, more importantly, what prizes could be won if a student performed well. He also wondered if it might be possible for him to go back to Earth with even more power than he’d already been planning. It was a nice thought, and he stayed outside cycling mana until after it got dark.


TWENTY-TWO


When Max woke up on the first Thursday of his first semester at Summoner Academy, he started the day as he usually did—heading for the bathroom. But as he left his room, he heard weird noises coming from his roommate’s room again. “Hello?” he called.

No answer.

At this point, he was relatively sure that he didn’t have a roommate. On top of never seeing anyone, and only hearing strange noises, he also hadn’t seen evidence of anyone but himself using the bathroom the entire time he’d been living there so far.

Max shrugged and left to start the day.

Now he was actually a little bit more excited about classes than he had been earlier in the week. It seemed his two favorite classes were going to end up being on off days, Tuesdays and Thursdays. First, again, he had Challenger Paths class, and then he would have Basic Group Combat. He wasn’t quite sure exactly what to make of Professor Gravecall at Basic Group Combat class, nor was he quite sure what the man would teach. Max had a feeling that it would be worth learning, though.

It was kind of strange to think of it this way because in his prime, in his previous life, Max probably could have wiped out this entire academy. Easily. His conversation with Gantry had been illuminating. Even if the best fighting students in the academy were fairly low beneath the professors, Max was beginning to understand better why the other Paths looked down on Summoner Academy so much, why they had such a terrible reputation, and why there hadn’t been any Quartet competition winners from Summoner Academy in a long time.

The Challenger Paths Lore class was interesting for Max, not only from an academic perspective, but from a practical one, too. Like Professor Nongal had said, it was important to know your enemy. But there was another reason why Max was interested, too. He had received a Summoner Seed, whatever that was—the reason he was learning to be a Summoner now in the first place. However, he still remembered his life as a Blade Sorcerer and he was familiar with mana. He was actually getting close to reaching his first star-mana body.

In fact, he wouldn’t need to spend any time or energy regaining his power as a Blade Sorcerer other than building his mana body. So despite the fact different Paths seemed to use mana differently—if they even used mana—Max suspected he might be able to learn yet another Path, too. Summoner, Blade Sorcerer, and maybe something else…

Max had always been fascinated by True Sorcerers and other more spell-focused magical Paths. During the time that Max had been reading in the Summoner Academy library before classes started, this had been an area of study he’d been pursuing. One of his goals was to become stronger than his past life. At first he wondered if getting another Path, a completely different third Path, would be a way to get stronger. His research had actually suggested otherwise.

Once he’d read about people who had tried, he understood.

The problem was two different Paths to power were already fairly difficult to juggle. Many times they required a different way of thinking and sometimes even different physiology to work. There was a high chance that the only reason Max was able to build his mana body and still learn to be a Summoner was because mana control was now an intrinsic part of who he was.

Most students that started on a Path in any of the Quartets, if they had prior training in other Paths, experienced a complete halt in their prior abilities or sometimes even a regression. The very rare Challengers over thousands of years that had somehow been able to attempt three different Paths had failed spectacularly. At least that’s what the books in the library said.

Max knew that he had some very unique advantages over others, but he wasn’t so arrogant as to imagine he could juggle three completely different, unrelated Paths at once. However, since he truly didn’t need to learn any Blade Sorcerer skills, only build his mana body, he decided that if he researched another Path that used similar resources as a Blade Sorcerer…it might be worth a shot. He wouldn’t been learning three Paths; he’d truly only need to learn two.

These thoughts were all on his mind as he went to breakfast. He met Lance to have a quick meal before truly getting ready for the day.

As the week had progressed, fewer students had been taking the time to eat breakfast every morning in the cafeteria. So Lance and Max had a large table completely to themselves. They caught up on the previous day, and the conversation eventually devolved into Lance complaining about his Beginner Combat class. Max thought it was pretty funny because as bad as Lance was trying to make it seem, Max thought it actually sounded gentle. In fact, when students of the Beginner Combat class got bruises or blisters, there was a healer on hand from the nurse’s office to take care of them.

Such a thing hadn’t existed for Max in Albion or on Earth. And he told him as much, that Lance was lucky to be learning skills here where magic existed instead of a gym back in Canada. Lance grudgingly agreed. “Yeah, I guess you have a point, but sometimes it helps just to complain about stuff.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Max laughed. “What do you have today again?”

Lance said, “Basic Survival and Community Defense. Kinda weird feeling. I’m actually looking forward to Community Defense.”

“Good to hear it,” said Max. “I’m looking forward to my classes today, too.”

The two new friends bumped fists after leaving the cafeteria and began their day.

Max got to arrive at Challenger Path Lore class early as he’d been doing for all of his classes so far. And the moment he came in the door, Professor Nongal scanned him with her tablet and nodded as she continued to take attendance. It turned out the other students had the same mindset as Max because at some point, Professor Nongal must have figured that everybody was there.

She said, “It’s a few minutes before class starts. But since you’re all here and we have a lot to cover, we’re going to start early today.”

Everybody in the room got their tablets ready to take notes or check the reading material that had been assigned for the class.

Max was very curious about Professor Nongal’s teaching style. She pointed at the wall behind her, and a cube of light appeared with words that generated whenever she snapped her fingers. Max blinked and thought, It’s a magical PowerPoint presentation.

The professor said, “As you all doubtlessly know by now, even if you are a first-year, this Quartet has four schools: the Mystic Spear Academy, Summoner Academy, Replicator Academy, and Elemental Shifter Academy. Can anybody tell me what the standard Path archetypes are for every training Quartet in the universe?”

Max knew the answer to this question but didn’t raise his hand. Two desks in front of him, a middle-aged woman with graying red hair raised her hand, and the professor pointed at her. The woman said, “Each Quartet usually has a martial Path, a pure magic Path, an internal or external power Path, and a transformational power Path.”

“Very good textbook answer,” said Professor Nongal. “Now can you explain that in your own words?”

So far, Max was a little bored with the lesson. They were just covering stuff that he’d heard several times already over the week. And apparently, he’d let it show too much on his face. Because when nobody in the class raised their hand to answer her question, Professor Nongal pointed at Max and said, “You, what’s your name?”

Max blinked, wondering why she was asking his name when she could have very easily found it on her tablet. But he answered anyway. “Max Cunningham.”

“Very good, Max. Now why don’t you tell us in your own words what the four standard Path styles are in each training Quartet?”

Max scratched his cheek and decided to play along. He really didn’t want to stand out in an academic way like this. However, he’d already made peace with the fact that after more people knew about his duel with the idiotic prince from the Mystic Spear Academy, more people in the Summoner Academy would know who he was. He’d thought his notoriety would rise over time, though.

But if he end up being well known, so be it. Max had already decided to do the best he could in Summoner Academy for lots of reasons. Among them was the fact that choosing to embark on this adventure, getting a new Path to power, being whisked away from Earth, and then not taking advantage of it all would be pretty stupid. And although he didn’t generally enjoy the limelight for its own sake, he had experienced it in his first life. It didn’t scare him.

With all of this running through his mind, he launched into his best explanation: “Martial Paths are about physical perfection in combat or physical skills. Even though they use different powers, every martial Path will probably have a physical focus. Whether it be using fists or swords or other weapon styles, martial Challengers will most likely be the warrior types.

“Magic Paths are for Challengers that use raw supernatural forces in some way, regardless of where they get it: whether cultivating it, taking it from somewhere, sacrificing something, or maybe channeling it from somewhere. They use this power to create unusual or unnatural effects in the world with nothing but this power and their will.

“Internal and external power Paths seems pretty broad, but based on my understanding, it’s something like an innate ability that will grow stronger with training and originates either from the Challenger themself or something that’s always around the Challenger. Perhaps something the Challenger needs to find.”

Max held his chin and said, “I think of external power as maybe somebody who can control a fire that already exists near them and turn it into a blazing weapon that they hold in their hand or maybe turn even build a spark into a wildfire.

“Transformation power Path Challengers are people that can either transform themselves or things around them. When I first started reading the book for this class, I assumed that it would always be a physical transformation, but it turns out it doesn’t have to be. Like there was an example in the text about a transformative Path whose Challengers can actually absorb most magical energies thrown at them and use them for healing and strengthening effects. I thought that sounded kind of weird and situational, though. Like for instance, if one of those Challengers were to fight a machine, or a Path that uses machinery, they’d be completely screwed.”

Max stopped talking and shrugged. Everybody in class was looking at him with various expressions, some annoyed, some with an eyebrow cocked, some amused, and some impressed. Luckily, the professor was one of the latter.

Professor Nongal nodded and said, “That was a very good explanation, Max. I hope others have been studying their texts like you have, especially since this is only the first week. If everybody were being so studious, we would be off to an excellent start.”

She turned around, grabbed a ruler from somewhere, and swung it through the air. “Also, Max, you also brought up another excellent point about the hypothetical transformational Challenger you mentioned being a bad matchup against a Challenger using machinery of some kind.” She waved her ruler through the air, and with every wave, new words appeared in her magical presentation behind her on the board.

“Some Paths are very weak against certain other Paths, and some Paths are strong against those other Paths. Some Paths are very difficult to use effectively one-on-one against monsters or other Challengers. And, as many of you know, the Summoner Path will likely be classified this way by most other academies in every Quartet in the universe.” She muttered, “But that’s debatable.”

Then she said, “But some Paths, like our own Summoner Path, excel at support and are sought after by Challengers in real-world teams, especially if a dying world is in particularly dire straits.” She waved her ruler again, and an image of stick figures facing each other, hitting a closed fist against an open palm, appeared. The professor said, “It might be called different things, even in different languages, on multiple worlds, but most worlds with bipedal humanoids have some game like ‘rock, paper, scissors.’ The idea that one thing beats another thing, while yet another thing beats that one, in turn, a circular chain, is a common concept among thinking beings in the universe, not least of which because it applies to the concept of elements as well.” Max nodded to this. It made complete sense and was something that he had inherently already known.

The professor continued, “There are thousands, if not millions, of Paths in the universe, and you know of the four archetypes. But most of them can also be classified into seven general power sources or types. All of you should be taking notes for the next few minutes.”

She paused. The handful of people in the class who didn’t have their tablets ready to take notes got them out with sheepish looks.

“The seven general powers are contracts, mana, inner strength, natural energy, channeling, bound objects, and bound energies. There are a tiny handful of exceptions in the universe, but most Paths that might at first seem to be an exception are actually some combination of these basic seven powers. For instance, everybody in here has a Summoner seed and is on the Summoner Path. The Summoner Path is a mixture of contracts and bound energies. First-years, you might not understand exactly what this means yet, but second-years and third-years should understand exactly what I’m talking about.” A few heads in class nodded when the professor said this.

She waved her ruler vertically, and a new line of text appeared in her magic pseudo-PowerPoint. “Most Paths can be thought of as one or more of the seven general powers combined with something else, usually another general power. For instance, in our Quartet, we have the Mystic Spear Path as another competing school. Mystic Spear Path Challengers use inner strength and also follow the way of the spear. ‘Mystic,’ of course, does not usually note pure inner strength. Instead, it’s mostly inner strength with a smattering of natural energy. As such, every Mystic Spear Path warrior relies on physical weapons that they can carry or find in order to properly use their powers. And even though they may be able to use some of their abilities with other types of weapons, they are thematically and spiritually bound to the spear. To be clear, they can only use their full power with a spear or something they think of as a spear.”

The professor held up a finger and said, “For every Path in the universe, the way Challengers use their Path, their intent, and individual viewpoint is extremely important. Now who can break this down? Who can tell me what that means?”

A skinny man who looked about thirty with multiple earrings in both ears shyly raised his hand, and the professor pointed at him. “What is your name?” she said.

“Uh, it’s Tyler,” said the man.

“Tyler, what do you think that means? Go ahead.”

“Well, it’s like how you think about what you’re doing matters, right?”

The professor smiled. “Exactly. And this is why sometimes the most powerful Challengers, the most powerful warriors in the universe are not necessarily those with the strongest muscle or the most mana or the biggest spirits or the flashiest contracts. No, the most powerful are often the most creative because they are the ones who learn how to bend or even break the rules in their own Path.” The classroom was completely silent other than the sound of people tapping notes onto their tablet. “If you remember nothing else from today, I hope you remember that creativity is the key to true power and that sometimes rules are in place to be broken.

“Now then, since we’ve gone over the seven basic power sources of the various Paths, let’s start reviewing the different secondary modifiers. We have already mentioned the Mystic Spear Path, so let’s start with the spear, a physical variation of a melee weapon.”

Max continued listening to the lecture and took furious notes. He was right. This was an extremely interesting class. And even though the concept of Paths hadn’t existed back on Albion, he could see the connection. Albion had been a world full of some extremely powerful warriors who all had very distinct abilities or powers. The longer Max heard Professor Nongal lecture on Path lore, the more he realized that he had already seen a handful of them in action.

Before this class, he hadn’t been completely sure that the Blade Sorcerer he’d been was truly the same type of Blade Sorcerer that the angel had mentioned at the start of this strange journey. But now he was sure. And now that he had a better understanding of the Paths, he believed it was just a matter of time until he could find a Path that might be suitable as his third. He would need one that could at least partially utilize the mana body he was building as a Blade Sorcerer and would also complement his existing skills.

But one thing Max had learned a long time ago was to make every one of his goals achievable so he wouldn’t be too focused on the potential ending and miss important steps. So for now, he was going to research. If and when he found what other Path might be a good fit, after that actually finding instructional materials for it might be damn near impossible, especially in this particular training Quartet.


TWENTY-THREE


Max ate a snack during his break after Challenger Path Lore class. He still had a lot to ponder. While he thought about different Paths and what other mana-based Paths might be a good fit for him in the future, he tried to rein himself in. He was likely getting ahead of himself. After all, he hadn’t even truly taken his first step yet on the Summoner Path. Theoretically speaking, given enough time, it should manifest on its own, but he’d read that with instruction it was all about a hundred times easier.

It felt like no time passed at all before it was time to head to Basic Group Combat class. He was used to the time feeling weird.

Like, time had always seemed to pass the fastest during his lunch breaks at work back on Earth.

When he arrived at the Basic Group Combat class building, this time the door was open. He walked in and took a seat toward the rear. Professor Gravecall was working on something upfront. He merely glanced up when Max walked in before getting back to whatever he’d been working on. That suited Max just fine.

He opened his notes that he’d been taking on his tablet. Then he also opened a resource for students on known Challenger Paths. That led to a rabbit hole down a short textbook about messengers between worlds and what they might actually be. Before he knew it, a bell rang and class started.

Max glanced around and noticed that more students now were wearing clothing other than robes. There was no official rule about when students could stop wearing robes after each semester started. But apparently the majority of students that had other clothes didn’t like change it up until later in the week—at least judging by what Max was seeing. This class and his last class had more upperclassmen than his other classes. It was possible that some students had started wearing other clothing the day before, too.

The majority of other students still had not noticed Max the first-year carrying his dagger. They all would have noticed if he’d worn Regal’s old clothes on the first day or two of classes. People were people, truly. Just like on Earth where a detective could openly wear a pistol and most people wouldn’t notice the weapon if they dressed like everyone else, Summoner Academy was the same. More trained people, like cops back on Earth, or experienced warriors like Max always noticed. But most of the students at Summoner Academy, especially the underclassmen, hadn’t reached that level of situation awareness yet.

Professor Gravecall stood and said, “You have all already demonstrated to me that you are ready to take this class. Not everyone’s combat skills are on the same level as everyone else’s. But that’s okay because this class is more about tailoring your team and your plans around the teammates you have versus wishing for a perfect combination of fellow warriors that might never actually appear in your life.”

Max and a few other students chuckled at that. Professor Gravecall gave a humorless smile and suddenly turned so fast that his ponytail slightly swung out. Instead of the more fancy magi-tech that his other professors used, Professor Gravecall had an old-school chalkboard that he began writing on with chalk.

He said, “Today will not be the most exciting day that you will ever have of this class. However, it is perhaps one of the most important. Today, we are going to do an overview of squad formations and how squad formations can impact—or be affected by—formations of larger armies. Next week, we will discuss moving into combat, reacting to an ambush, and several forms of small unit tactics. And after that, or perhaps mixed within, we will have short bouts of practical training in the field behind this classroom.

“Now then, you are all from different types of worlds. Some of you are even from technological worlds that have no supernatural powers or energies at all. However, war never changes. Combat is still always about trying to kill your opponent or otherwise incapacitate them before they can do the same to you. Some might think that because Challengers have more power, combat becomes simpler. However, the truth is the exact opposite. Oftentimes, any battle, especially a duel, becomes a battle of the mind even more than the body. Battles between Challengers can be even more complex. And the reason for that is quite simply because every Path is a good Path.”

He paused for effect, and Max could hear a few mutters around the classroom. “I will say that again. Every Path is a good Path. And some of you might believe I’m saying this out of self-interest because I, like you, am on the Summoner Path.” He shook his head. “But I am just telling you the truth. From experience, I know this to be true. I have seen countless other Paths in real-world situations fighting to survive, fighting to save others. And I have witnessed Paths that are often considered the weakest in the universe shine when used by skilled or talented warriors.” Then he shrugged and said, “If a warrior who was meant to use bladed weapons was to fight empty-handed, everyone would think that person was useless. However, if that warrior goes to the fight armed with the sword, suddenly they might be the most important person on the battlefield. The same is true with any other class. We must play to our strengths. And this applies to Summoners as well.”

A few hands in class were up right now, and Max was tempted to raise his as well. Professor Gravecall raised an eyebrow and said, “Mostly second-years raising hands. Let me guess—you want to know why I’m putting so much emphasis on Path versus Path combat.”

The hands went down.

“It’s quite simple. If you can fight other warriors on other Paths, fighting monsters will be a snap.” He snapped his fingers. “We need to think of our summons as our tools, our equipment, our weapons. And after attaining your contracted spirits and learning how to use them, you must always think of them as resources. As Summoners, sometimes we can fall into a trap of being too close with our summons and perhaps even worrying that they’ll get hurt. But the reality is our summons cannot die, whereas we can. So no matter how close we are with our contracted spirits, it is not only logical but will sometimes be necessary to allow a summon to be destroyed in order to save our own life, not least of which because the summon will always regenerate later.”

He twisted his lips and ran his eyes over the classroom, lingering on the few first-year badges, including Max’s. He said, “Some of you are not going to understand what I’m talking about right now, but hopefully you will soon. This is one reason why we are waiting to do an overview of formations before spending too much time on practical training. I do not want to start practical training until hopefully every student in this class has at least one contracted spirit to practice with during your scrimmages or spars. Make sense?”

Most of the students in the class nodded, and Professor Gravecall continued with his lesson.

Max paid rapt attention to all of it. He had participated in wars before and had been in plenty of fights. But in all of the actual military battles he’d been in, he hadn’t taken part in the planning phase. He’d never been a general. Instead, he’d been a powerful piece on the board that generals had moved around, or later, he’d just obliterated the battlefield by himself. Even during this first lecture by Professor Gravecall, it felt like Max’s horizons were being expanded.

After class, Professor Gravecall told the four team captains to stay, and in minutes, no other students were left in the classroom other than Max, Gantry, Eleanor, and Harold. Professor Gravecall handed all four students a piece of paper and said, “These are your teammates. Some of you have more, some of you have less. This is by design. Good luck.” After the very clear dismissal, Max left the classroom and looked at the sheet of paper listing his team. He was able to remember everyone on the list. Luckily, he knew everyone based on their names since he’d been at least somewhat paying attention to most of the duels two days ago.

He didn’t know what to think of his team right away.

Tessa Alvarez was the athletic dark-skinned woman he’d watched who fought with a spear. She was a second-year. His second teammate was named Momo, a pale girl with red eyes, sharp teeth, and elf-like ears. She had caught his attention because of her striking appearance. Max didn’t remember many particulars of her duel, but she’d struck him as fairly timid, and he assumed that she’d won her duel by chance. She’d thrown shuriken-like throwing stars before he’d stopped watching.

The last member of Max’s new team was Benjamin G. Northside, a sturdy man with a ruddy complexion who, if he remembered correctly, used a hammer. Max decided to ask around about his teammates tomorrow to get a better sense of who they were. And later, during the next Basic Group Combat class, he planned to introduce himself. Maybe he could do something to officially kick off the fact that the four of them were on the same team.

Max was a little smug about his plan. He’d felt that Professor Gravecall’s instructions had been conspicuously absent of any team-building suggestions or even what to do next. He knew that being proactive was the right move, and he wondered if doing so was going to give him extra points with the professor.

As he was preparing to leave the building, he got a ding on his tablet, signifying a message from an instructor. At the same time, he noticed a white-haired man ahead of him turn around. Gantry. Max glanced at his tablet before turning around, too. He wondered why the professor hadn’t just told them to stay before they’d left the classroom.

He turned and saw Professor Gravecall standing in the doorway with his arms folded. The professor said, “I forgot something. I’m going to cut to the chase.” Max exchanged a glance with Gantry and then headed back inside the classroom.

Professor Gravecall said, “Like I said, I’m going to cut to the chase. Gantry probably already expected this anyway. I don’t know about you, Max.” Max waited patiently for the professor to get to the point.

The tall man said, “As you should know, mid-semester, there is an inter–Summoner Academy competition to finalize our fighters to represent our school. There are two tiers of competition that we need to fill for the Quartet Tournament at the end of the semester. The school needs to identify the four students that will represent the underclassmen and upperclassmen tiers for the preliminary tournament. The mid-semester duels are to save time.

“Each professor in the combat class in the academy can nominate up to two students to participate in the preliminaries. And of course, the student gets to choose if they wish to participate. Any student that participated in the Quartet Tournament last year can participate as well. But there will only be four who eventually win and go to represent Summoner Academy. The mid-semester competition does not have a set structure unless the students can’t figure out how to choose the four among themselves. Gantry, I know you already know all of this. Max, are you following along?”

Max nodded and said, “I got it.”

“Good,” said the professor. “You are both here because I am nominating you two, both for the first- to third-year tier. Even though there are other skilled Challengers in this school, I think you two both have a very real chance of winning the preliminaries and maybe even places in the Quartet competition. I was especially impressed with you, Max, because you did as well as you did despite not even having your Summoner sight open yet.” Max just nodded in response.

The professor pursed his lips and said, “If my request for you two to be nominated goes through, and I have no reason to believe it won’t, you two will have extra training requirements every week. But you will also occasionally get out of class in order to train, too. This year the headmaster truly wants to take the Quartet Tournament very seriously. All of the professors in the academy have been instructed to assist the serious candidates to the best of our abilities. And I believe that after your nominations have been approved, you will also receive extra resources to grow stronger, up to and including perhaps even a stipend.”

The professor turned to Gantry and said, “This year it should be more than it was last year.” Gantry smiled and nodded.

Max perked up at that. He would get money just for being a tournament nominee? Nice.

Then with an air of finality, the professor sat down at his desk and said, “That will be all. That was all I had to tell you. Good luck this year. I will be rooting for you. And I will admit, this is part of why I made sure that you two would be on separate teams. If we started out the semester with both of you on the same side all the time, our scrimmages and practical exercises would likely be too lopsided, and this class is not for only you two to learn. I’m here to teach everyone.”

“I understand,” Max said. The professor nodded, and Max turned to leave.

When they were outside of the classroom, Gantry said, “Congratulations.”

“Is it that big of a deal?” asked Max.

“You bet it is. Especially to be nominated this early in the semester is a huge deal. Because if you are an official entrant for the preliminary tournament, as the professor said, we will get extra resources. Of course, if we use them poorly, they might stop giving us new things or even take away what we were given before.”

Max nodded. He didn’t like it, but it made sense. After all, if the school gave him money to get stronger to do better in the tournament, but he used all of that money on drugs, somebody was probably not going to be very happy with him. The two of them got closer to the school, gave each other friendly nods, and went different directions.

By this point, Max had a ton on his mind, and he also had a lot of reading to do. He intended to have all of the books for his classes read within the next two weeks. And he also had private study to do, which was why he headed for the library to spend some time looking for and reading more books on Challenger Paths. After that, he was planning to get a workout in. His loss to Gantry had been an eye-opener. If a “weak” Summoner could beat him, a competent Mystic Spear Path student could probably rip him apart. So in addition to mana training, he also planned to start serious martial training.

The library was as quiet and calming as ever. Max grabbed some books and took a seat at one of the large, wooden tables.

Imagining how sore he was going to be that night, he remembered the all-hours nurse’s office at the academy. He was going to whip himself back into shape, and there was probably no better place to do it than an academy where there was a staff nurse on hand at all times to tend to his aching muscles. He grinned and opened another book on Paths.

It was lucky that he had the presence of mind to set a mana alarm, or else he might have ended up studying too long, screwing up his plans for everything else he had to do.

The rest of the day passed in a blur.

Eventually, body tired, he settled into a comfortable sitting position in what was rapidly becoming his favorite grove of trees and reached out to feel the mana around him. Yeah, he thought, I’m definitely getting close to one star now.

It was good that he would reach one star so soon for his mana body, but he wished the mana was thicker. After only reaching one star, his improvement rate was going to slow down to a crawl. Eventually, Max was going to have to figure out how to get out of the Quartet to somewhere with richer mana in order to build his mana body faster. But that was a problem for another day.

This evening, with the wind slowly and cheerfully blowing through the trees and ruffling Max’s hair, he let himself feel completely content. He meditated on his place in the cosmos. Now that he knew how much larger the universe truly was, he understood himself to be even smaller than before. But at the same time, the reality and mystery of it all filled him with a sense of excitement that he hadn’t had for a long time.

Max was going to help save Earth, and it felt nice to have a mission again. It felt nice to matter.


TWENTY-FOUR


That Friday, Max woke up and immediately got ready for class. He thought he had woken up a bit late, and the magical clock in his room agreed with him. Dammit. He hadn’t set an alarm. Good thing for his new habits or he could have overslept much worse.

When he got out of the shower and was drying off his hair, he thought he heard more strange noises coming from what would have been his roommate’s room. By this time, he was absolutely sure that nobody was living there, though. Had to be an animal or something.

Max wouldn’t have time for breakfast, and that was okay. For much of his life, he actually hadn’t eaten breakfast, getting out of the habit in college when he had been so busy. It had only been relatively recently that he had started eating breakfast again, mainly for health reasons.

Max was kind of disappointed that he hadn’t taken the opportunity to get free breakfast, though, especially since the cafeteria seemed to do pretty well with it.

On the way out the door, he waved to Chango and mentally went over the classes he had on Friday. First, he would have Summoner Homeroom class. Then he would have Summoner Lore 101. And to end the day, he would have Monster Knowledge 101. He honestly wasn’t looking forward to any of these classes too much at this point, except for homeroom to actually become a real Summoner. His favorite class so far had been Challenger Path Lore, but he wouldn’t have it again until next Tuesday.

Luckily, the day actually started off in a fairly interesting way. In Max’s de facto homeroom class, Professor Two-Spirit started off the class by saying, “It has come to my attention that even fewer people than I thought have read the handbooks for first-years. The ones that should have been found in your rooms. And additionally, there are a few things about this academy and school rules that were not included, mainly so that new people wouldn’t be too confused.”

By this point, Max wasn’t the only person in class whose interest was piqued. The professor had the class’s full attention. One thing Max had been slowly realizing over the week was that the majority of new students here were not taking their new transition into an extra-dimensional college nearly as well as he was. Sometimes Max forgot that most people around him were not working with an extra life of experience. And many had no experience with any worlds that were not magical or otherwise supernatural in nature.

The new group of first-years had already begun to get fairly cliquey, but Max had been so busy that he hadn’t noticed right away. In fact, the previous night, he had even overheard somebody saying that the average new student only took two, maybe three classes. Max had thought he was taking it easy by taking five!

The professor continued, “Some new Challengers in this new group seem to be concerned that they need to pay for tuition or otherwise come up with payment of some sort, and that is not the case. This school was created as a way to arm mortals to fight against evil. It has been running for untold millennia and will continue to do so, training new warriors to be Summoners when they return to their worlds.”

A hand shot up. Max glanced over and saw that it was a student whose name he didn’t know, a man who looked in his early thirties wearing glasses. When the professor pointed at him, the man asked, “You mentioned going back. What if we want to go back early? Why do we need to meet some arbitrary standards I can’t even find written down anywhere? What if we don’t want to be here? I have a wife and a child back on my world. Even if I only know how to do a little bit, I’d be a help. I don’t need to be a summoning master to make a difference, and the longer I’m here, the more my heart breaks!”

Professor Two-Spirit spread his hands apologetically and said, “Once you come to the Quartet, there’s no going back until you graduate or seven years pass.”

The man, the student, suddenly stood and yelled, “In seven years, my daughter is going to be ten years old if she’s even still alive!” He gritted his teeth and glared daggers at the professor.

Max blinked and realized then how out of touch he really must be. He’d thought that he understood where most people’s heads might be after being friends with Lance. But maybe Lance was a bit of a weirdo, too. Or at least the man seemed to understand that if he went right back to Earth, he would be pretty much useless as he was. There was also the fact that their time spent in the Quartet didn’t necessarily translate, at all, to how long they would be away from Earth. It was always possible they were being lied to, but Max didn’t think so. The professors had returned to their worlds before and come back.

Time differentials were not unprecedented in the rest of the universe. That was something Max had already known before even reincarnating. But for somebody on another world—maybe even, for instance, a pre-industrial world—all of this must be not only fantastical but also terrifying and frustrating. In a split second, Max had gained a new insight into what some of his classmates may be feeling. And he felt truly sorry for them because he could predict how the next exchange was going to go.

The student growled, “I want to go back now! I’m tired of being patient. I know what everyone says. I don’t care. I want to see my family! I want to protect them, but I don’t even know if they’re still alive!”

The professor shook his head and said, “It doesn’t matter when you leave from here. When you arrive back on your world, it could be two days from when you left, two years, or two months. Who knows? It could be six years or six days. When you actually leave the academy to go back to your world has absolutely no bearing on when you will reappear in your world. I promise you, I’ve experienced it. So I assure you, with all of my heart, you are much better off taking this time to learn, grow, and be as powerful as possible before heading back.

“In fact, the entire time you are here, you will not eat; your real body will not even physically age. On the contrary, if you become stronger, more dexterous, that is how you will reappear on your world.”

The student hissed, “Is that supposed to help, then?! So what, I go back in ten years and my wife will be ten years older and I’ll still be the same age? Even if she’s alive, will she even remember me?”

Two-Spirit’s expression fell. “Ten years is unlikely. And maybe even impossible. But if such a thing were to happen, I would tell you that being able to protect your world along with the other Challengers is always going to be better just to go back and watch your loved ones die without being able to do anything. Being powerless before dying yourself will not help anyone.”

Max knew that this was exactly his friend Lance’s logic and why he was holding up so well. But this was probably also the wrong thing to say to this emotional student.

The man slammed his fist on his desk, stood up, and said coldly, “I’m not putting up with this shit anymore. I’m going to go find somebody who has some real authority and get the fuck out of here.” That said, he turned and left the room. He tried to slam the door, but it didn’t work very well because there was some sort of cushion. This seemed to just frustrate the man even more. His footsteps grew heavier as he stomped off down the hallway.

Max had been half expecting some other students in class to laugh or whisper, but nobody made a sound. As he scanned the classroom, he understood why. Even though the man who had left the class had lost his temper and lost his composure, it was likely he was not the only student feeling the way he did. His words must have resonated with some. Their faces were grave, and they looked down.

Not only that, Max had to keep reminding himself that despite this strange school setting, every new Summoner was at least a teenager and had killed a monster to even get here. Most students seemed to be in their twenties. What was really weird, though, after walking around campus, was how many fourth- and fifth-years he saw who still looked super young. Their bodies didn’t age.

The professor handled the interruption with grace. He paused to collect himself before saying, “I know this is hard. Myself and almost every professor in this academy have been through exactly what you’re going through right now. Most of us know what it’s like to be jerked out of our regular lives and then forced to adjust to this academy.” He sighed. “I’m truly sorry, and I really mean it. The absolute best thing you can do at this point for yourself, for your world, for your families, for your loved ones, is to grow to be as powerful as possible. Even here, your strength is important. All of you chose power. Every single person in this room saw the screen and chose to take a chance. All of you chose to come here. So for now, even if this is difficult, I suggest that you make the most of this opportunity.”

Another student raised a hand. The professor pointed. This time it was a middle-aged woman, and she stood up. At first, Max thought she was completely human, but then he noticed her pointed ears and the thicker skin, almost scales, on her neck. The woman said, “Professor, what about friends, though? We have to be here for years. But after we graduate, I’m not going to see anybody again, right? There is nobody in our class right now from my world.”

The professor nodded and said, “That’s true. And we were going to discuss that probably next week. But since you brought it up, we’ll talk about it now. In every Quartet school, not just Summoner Academy, students often form friend groups with other people from their world. However, the Summoner Path is rare. Sometimes it’s harder to find other people from your individual world. And even then, it’s true that if you are from a large world, it might be hard to find that person again upon getting back since everyone is returned to the same basic geographical area they left from.”

Briefly, Max wondered how the professor knew this information before remembering that all the professors had already gone back to defend their world before returning back to the academy as instructors.

Professor Two-Spirit said, “It is not impossible to meet other Challengers from other worlds again during your journey. But those possibilities are rare and are not worth mentioning in any kind of serious capacity unless you are the level of Challenger who wins an inter-Quartet championship. I hope that answers your question. Keep in mind this is only the first week that you’ve started, and we have a lot to cover.”

The student who had asked the question slowly sat down, and Max could see the troubled look on her face. He had seen her spending a lot of time with another woman who was in a different homeroom class and figured that they had started becoming extremely good friends. Max had never considered the reality that after leaving the Quartet, most Summoners would never see each other again. In fact, now that he thought about it further, unless a new Challenger was going to one of the larger academies, many students could end up living a lonely life in their Quartet years unless they could just ignore that they’d never see their friends again.

Max scratched his chin and thought about college back on Earth. Then he remembered some experiences he had with schooling in his previous life. It was a bitter pill to swallow, but in practice, this was probably how most people’s school life was, at least in practice. Max knew that he probably would not talk to ninety-nine point nine percent of the other people he knew in high school ever again unless he decided to go to a reunion, which he was not planning to do.

But in the Quartet, knowing for a fact that keeping up with friends was not a possibility just made the bitter pill even bitterer.

For the next few minutes, the professor gave a pep talk to cheer up the morale of the class. Max zoned out through most of it, instead thinking about ways that he could more efficiently refine his mana body.

He still had not hit one star yet, and it was extremely frustrating. All of his combat experience from his past life was being heavily handicapped by how slow and weak his body currently was. He couldn’t use most of his abilities, but some would be available at one star. As he thought about it, he realized a good analogy was a gamer who was good at first-person shooters playing at like three frames per second instead of how the game would normally run. Or maybe somebody playing an online game with lots of lag.

Suddenly, the professor started talking about school rules, and Max began paying attention again. Professor Two-Spirit said, “As some of you may have heard, somebody from your class has already engaged in a duel with a student from another academy.” He conspicuously did not look at Max or the dagger on Max’s waist. “Dueling is legal in all of the Quartet. Duelists will list their stakes, if any, and the Quartet itself will enforce that nothing is stolen and no prizes can be held back. Anyone who commits murder outside of this dueling system will receive demerits.”

The professor paused and said, “Notice I did not say ‘fight.’ Fighting is not a punishable offense. However, any violence among students causes the Quartet system to alert professors and other staff. There are staff in the Quartet who monitor this sort of thing.”

Max frowned and raised his hand. The professor tightened his lips but pointed at Max and asked, “Yes?”

He thought about it and stood to ask his question. “You said that fighting is not against the rules, but murder is. And the handbook states that if somebody commits murder, they get a demerit. But fighting is such a broad term. Like, what about torture? If somebody were to tie me up and stab my legs to paste, does that mean that whoever did it is just going to walk away?”

The professor made a face like he tasted something sour but said, “That is a fair question. Quartet property damage is forbidden unless accidental or unavoidable. Torture is also against the rules, as is rape and other types of assault. New pamphlets should be delivered soon to your rooms to further explain this. But in general, after receiving notification of violence in the Quartet, professors should arrive.

“Given a situation, professors can give out punishment in the form of more demerits.

“Those of you who have read your handbooks will know that if a student receives too many demerits, they will no longer be eligible to attend classes for a certain amount of time and might even be forced to move to a different set of dorms set aside for those who cannot adjust to the academy’s rules.”

Max raised his eyebrows at that because much of it he had already known, but he was already starting to wonder if there were ways that people could abuse the system.

“But enough of that.” Professor Two-Spirit turned and wrote, “Awakening your Summoner seed!” on the board and then circled it with a stone wand. “Today, all of you are going to officially become practicing Summoners.” Despite the heavy topics discussed in class already, a good number of students visibly seemed excited.

During the next few minutes of class, Professor Two-Spirit instructed everyone to push their desks to the sides of the room and sit on the ground in a circle facing inward. Then he described how to look inside themselves to find their seed and open it. The entire process sounded extremely weird and alien to Max, who had been a Blade Sorcerer his first life. If it was weird to him, he could only imagine what Lance was feeling right now. Max snuck a look at his friend, and Lance was closing his eyes tightly with a frown of concentration on his face. Apparently, even if Lance thought what he was doing was weird, he had taken what Professor Two-Spirit had said earlier to heart and was trying to gain some power of his own.

Max shrugged, looked inside himself, and was amazed by how fast he was able to find his Summoner seed. It felt exactly how Professor Two-Spirit had described it. And then it was the easiest thing in the world to open it up. The moment he did, energy ran through his body in a strange feedback loop. Since Max was already an expert with mana, it was relatively easy for him to get the energy under control, despite its somewhat alien nature. Not least of which because it really did feel like a part of his body that had already been there. Once the energy settled, he noticed that most of it went to his heart and his mind. Max definitely found that interesting. One of the greatest differences between a standard Sorcerer and a Blade Sorcerer was that Blade Sorcerers cultivated a mana body, whereas a traditional Sorcerer had a mana heart.

Once Max was done attuning to his new power, he opened his eyes and realized that everyone else in class still had their eyes shut. The professor was looking the opposite way, and Max hurriedly closed his eyes again, not wanting to stand out again. A few minutes later, he heard some of the other students groaning.

Professor Two-Spirit said, “Don’t fight the energy. Let it run through your body. Let the energy do what it will. Unlike mana, this is not dangerous, and it will eventually settle on its own. Just grit your teeth and bear it.” Max was curious to hear that. As he recalled the sensations that he had felt, he realized that the professor was probably right. Then Max looked inside himself, wondering if his control of the process had any effect, and decided he did not have enough information to know for sure.

After about ten more minutes, he chanced a peek and saw that half of the circle of students had opened their eyes. Some of them were smiling. A few looked worried, and at least two seemed to almost be in a state of rapture. Max did not understand what the big deal was. Getting this new energy felt nice, sure, but it was not anything like attaining a mana body. If anything, he felt more like he had a new set of senses. In another five minutes of waiting patiently, all of the students had their eyes open.

Two-Spirit said, “Good. Now, everybody, watch.”

He waved a hand, and suddenly in the middle of the circle, Max could see a bipedal tree-looking thing that glowed green. Half of the class gasped.

Max realized he could see right through it and studied it in more detail. It was weird because the harder he looked at it, the more indistinct it seemed to get.

Professor Two-Spirit said, “This is one of my three contracted spirits. I am proud to say that this particular spirit is a sergeant. We categorize spirits as soldiers, sergeants, officers, warlords, and kings. A soldier spirit is a solo spirit. If you have a contract with a soldier spirit, what it can do pertains only to the spirit itself or to you. However, when you have a contract with a sergeant spirit, like this one”—he said, waving a hand, and the spirit waved an arm in turn—“they come with followers.” Suddenly, three more wood spirits appeared that looked like the first one, just smaller.

The professor said, “The more powerful a Summoner is, the higher chance they have to make a contract with higher-ranked spirits.” He waved his hand again, and all of the spirits vanished. “I am not going to tell you the name of my spirit, and I suggest that if and when you make contracts of your own, you do the same and keep their names private.”

“How do I get a spirit?” said a young student across the circle from Max. His eyes were blazing, and he had a big smile.

Professor Two-Spirit said, “You don’t get one. You make a contract with one. There are spirits all around us. Spirits can vary in type from spectral to natural or even conceptual. You will learn more about this later in the year or in even greater detail in some other classes that the academy offers. But in general, spirits are around you all the time.

“The more powerful of a Summoner you become and the more skilled you are, the easier it will be for you to see the spirits around you. Communicating with them can be challenging, too. Making a contract with a spirit is an intensely personal thing between you and that spirit, but it usually involves something that you can do for the spirit and something that the spirit wants. For instance,” he said, pointing to the middle of the room, “I still have my spirit standing there, but I am no longer allowing you to easily see him. Hiding our spirits is one of the most basic skills that a Summoner learns.

“As for what my particular contract with my spirit was, I am not going to tell you that, either.” He smiled and said, “But I will say this: occasionally, all of you are going to see spirits now that you might be attuned with. And if you naturally see them without trying to actively see spirits around you, chances are that spirit is one that you have some sort of resonance with and might be able to communicate with or even form a contract! How you proceed from there is up to you, because once you see the spirit, it can see you. If you do not want to see any particular spirit anymore or do not want to communicate with it, there is a technique to make that happen.”

For the next few minutes, the professor taught the class some basic mind exercises using their Summoner seed to cut off communication and interaction with any spirit. Once the class had it down, the professor smiled. “This is one way Summoners have an advantage over other Paths in some kinds of dungeons or against some spells. We have a natural ability to tune out some illusion distractions or cut off disturbing imagery using our basic Summoner skills. We can also use this ability defensively against other Summoners if they happen to be a Screamer.” The professor obviously saw some glassy looks around the room and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. That’s a future lesson, too.

“But for now, you all actually have the basics of what you need to become a Summoner. If you are actively looking for a spirit to contract with, you can sit quietly and use your Summoner seed to project to the world what you are looking for and what sort of things you are looking to offer. It is possible that a spirit may reveal itself to you in order to bargain after that. Lastly, I am going to show you all how to open your third eye in order to see the spirits around you better. It’s an active ability that will drain you to use. But knowing how to do this is very important, especially during a Summoner-on-Summoner duel. Also, now you might also understand why it is important to grow your skill to hide spirits or to see them. When facing an enemy Summoner, being able to see their spirit or at least have an impression of what it is doing while preventing your opponent from doing the same can be a massive advantage.”

Then Professor Two-Spirit taught the entire class to open their third eye, which Max thought was stupidly easy and only a variation of how he had used mana in the past to see parts of the hidden world.

After the professor was done, one of the students, a woman with a horn in the middle of her forehead, shyly raised her hand from where she sat on the floor. The professor smiled and said, “Yes, Eva?”

The student stood and said, “Eva Longhorn, first-year Summoner.”

The professor made a motion with his hand to roll along, and Max grinned with others in the class. Eva had obviously come from a world where she was required to say her name and year in school settings. She blushed and coughed, then asked, “If only Summoners can see spirits, then why does everybody keep saying that Summoners are the weakest? Like, some Summoners can have spirits that can carry things, even throw spears or use a weapon on their own, right? So why are Summoners not considered stronger?”

Max already knew the answer to this question, and he was curious how the professor was going to answer. Professor Two-Spirit paused and eventually said, “Other Paths cannot see our spirits, true, but they have other powers that we don’t. When it comes right down to it, the problem is that even though most Paths don’t have a way to stop or dispel our spirits, they do have a way to harm us.” He jerked a thumb at his chest and said, “And that is why, as a Summoner, sometimes it is best to learn stealth above all else.” There were a few mutters in class at that, and Max thought it was a very good, if somewhat political, answer by the professor.

The more Max found out about what Summoners could actually do, the more excited he was. In fact, in some of the books he had read in the library, there had been descriptions of Summoner powers that had not been seen for hundreds of years. Some of these stories had made his eyebrows climb into his hairline.

A few minutes later, class was almost over, and the Professor Two-Spirit asked everybody to return their desks back to where they belonged. Max and the rest of the class did so and left, right as the bell rang.

After finally awakening his Summoner seed, Max was less excited about his next class of the day, Summoner Lore. He just wanted to go back to his room and meditate while he thought about what he’d learned.


TWENTY-FIVE


During Max’s walk to get some food, he kept feeling like he was seeing things out of the corner of his eye. Sure enough, when he opened his third eye, his Summoner eye, he was able to see something that actually astonished him. The very walls themselves were covered in spirits. What they were used for, he wasn’t entirely sure. He couldn’t even see them very clearly, but he could tell that there were spirits dwelling within the walls and they were at peace. Max wondered if these spirits were actually part of the academy and maybe one of the reasons why it had lasted so long.

As he moved down a hallway, he tried to scan other students surreptitiously, especially the ones that were wearing clothing other than the school’s robes. That was generally a really easy way to spot upperclassmen. Sure enough, not many but a handful had visible spirits, mostly in the form of little animals or even a glowing piece of clothing that the Summoner carried or wore. A young woman passed by Max with a beautiful, multicolored spirit bird on her shoulder. The bird deliberately turned and winked. Max blinked and turned off his third eye. This was definitely new territory and would take some getting used to. Now, he was actually even more interested in understanding exactly what these spirits were.

His next class was Summoner Lore. When Max got to class after his break, Professor Brenson was writing on the board. She was also using a stone wand to draw a picture. Max and everybody else sat down and watched the professor as she drew. When she was done, he could immediately tell what the lesson was going to be about. It actually was going to tie into something that Professor Two-Spirit had just said in the last class.

Professor Brenson pointed at the board and said, “I am going to be talking today about the relative power of spirits because it’s something that is highly misunderstood even among upperclassmen and among later-year Summoner students. Perhaps even among full-fledged Summoner Challengers.” She flicked her wrist, and her wand extended to several feet long. Then she went to touch the board but stopped. She coughed. “I forgot to take roll. So all of you please note right now on your tablet that you are present in class so I don’t have to break my momentum here.” Several students chuckled as everybody got out their tablet to do what the instructor had said. Max did so quickly and prepared to take notes again.

The professor pointed at the board and said, “Spirits are classified by authority, not power. There are five general authority classes of spirits: soldier, sergeant, captain, warlord, and king. A soldier spirit, as many of you probably already know, is only accountable to itself. A sergeant spirit can have two to five subordinates or spirits that follow its orders. A captain has two to five sergeants. However, a warlord has anywhere from two to ten subordinate captains. Kings have been recorded with up to twenty warlords.”

Max soundlessly whistled at that. A spirit army, huh? Like the student who’d asked about why Summoners were weak in the last class, he too was starting to wonder why this Path didn’t get more respect.

The professor’s next sentence helped him understand better. She said, “Right now, of all the known Summoners in the universe, those who have a contract with a captain-level spirit are exceedingly rare, and every one of them is among the top-ten Summoners currently in existence.”

Max did some quick math in his head. If a hypothetical captain spirit had three sergeants and each sergeant had three soldiers, that meant that having a contract with a captain meant the Summoner, through that one contract, would theoretically control ten spirits.

Next Professor Branson rattled off some names of powerful Summoners that Max barely paid attention to, just jotted down in his notes. She said, “On average, a Summoner with a captain-level spirit can command twelve spirits at once, through that one contract. So at first impression, a spirit at the captain rank has many times the power of a single spirit. However—” She tapped the board a few times. “Not all spirits are the same power.

“For instance, there are instances where a soldier-level spirit might be much more powerful than a sergeant-level spirit. Why some spirits have subordinates and some don’t, we still don’t entirely understand. And those Summoners who can easily converse with our spirits over the many centuries have basically reported that the spirits don’t entirely know, either. It seems to be based as much on spirit type as personality. Power is a secondary consideration.”

A few students in the class raised their hands, and the professor said, “Everyone with your hands up, are you going to ask about types?” All the students put their hands down. Professor Brenson smiled and started writing on the board again.

She said, “The most common types of spirits are spectral, natural, thematic, geographical, and infernal.” The professor tapped where she’d written infernal. “There are no rules in the academy not to contract with infernal spirits. However, I highly caution all of you against ever making a contract with an infernal spirit, as you will almost always regret it.”

One student raised his hand, a middle-aged man with a mohawk. He said, “Infernal spirits? Do you mean demons?”

The instructor shook her head and said, “No, Raphael. And next time, wait to be called before you ask a question.”

“Sorry.”

Professor Brenson waved at all the different types of spirits and said, “Spirits are not magical creatures or demons or angels or anything of that nature. Spirits are energy given form and intelligence or will. For instance, some people, when they think of spirits, think of ghosts. Now ghosts can be a type of spirit, but are not the default. And a spirit stereotypically thought of as a ghost is generally going to be a spectral type.

“Some people think of natural spirits as…a spirit of a valley, which would likely be a very powerful spirit indeed, or perhaps a spirit of a rock. But those would be geographical spirits. There are two types of geographical spirits: those tied to specific places and those tied to specific natural objects, like for instance, a pond.

“Natural spirits are tied to concepts, like trees. Or perhaps water. The distinction between natural and geographical spirits can be subtle but is important. And much like other rules in the universe, there is overlap between different types. Spirit types can change, too.

“For instance, if a large forest dies and there was a geographical forest spirit associated with it, that spirit might either regenerate as a natural spirit or change as a spectral geographic spirit—with, of course, some natural qualities as well. Again, natural spirits are anything that comes from nature. Geographical spirits are anything that can be generated from a place or an object. Thematic spirits are based on emotions or a theme. For instance, a spirit of joy would be a thematic spirit. Infernal spirits are spirits that…” She tapped her lips and said, “They’re destructive and negative. Infernal spirits are basically everything that’s not ‘good.’ And spectral spirits, of course, are spirits that are associated with death, the afterlife, or even other realities or dimensions. So if one were to find, say, a fairy spirit, that would most likely be a spectral spirit that has elements of a natural spirit.”

The professor tapped the board again and said, “Some of you may be wondering why there is an infernal spirit type and no celestial spirits. The answer is simple. They exist but do not concern us.” She smiled without humor. “Celestial spirits do not contract with Summoners.

“Instead, celestial spirits tend to be attracted to other Paths, such as paladin-types or priest-types or any kind of light-based Path. That doesn’t necessarily mean that celestial spirits are holy or automatically ‘better.’ It’s just that for some reason, they usually avoid Summoners.

“Many Summoner scholars over the centuries have theorized that it’s because a Summoner’s power tends to be more secular in origin and based on rules rather than faith.”

Max took notes furiously. And as the lesson continued and the professor started explaining more minutia about each type of spirit, Max grew more fascinated with this new world that he hadn’t even known existed before. Time seemed to fly and class was over before Max knew it.

He went to lunch but didn’t see anybody he knew. So he scarfed down the closest thing to a hamburger he’d seen so far in the Quartet and then headed to a quiet corner to review his notes. After he was done killing time, he headed to his next class.

He was on time to Monster Knowledge class, but the class itself was mostly just a refresher of information he already knew, so he barely paid attention. Class dragged a bit, and he was glad to finally get out.

Then he headed to the cafeteria again to get a snack. On the way, he caught motion out of the corner of his eye. Max turned and saw Lance walking with an unfamiliar man. He stopped, and the two walked over to him.

Lance asked, “What’s up, Max? Are you going to the cafeteria?”

“I was thinking about it. Yeah.”

“Well, this is Wiley,” said Lance. “Max, Wiley. Wiley, Max.”

Max shook Wiley’s hand. He looked like he was in his late twenties, and his badge read that he was in his fourth year at the academy. Wiley was athletically built and seemed to wear a perpetual good-natured smirk. Max wasn’t very good at telling whether other men were attractive or not, but he was pretty sure that Wiley didn’t have a problem getting dates if he wanted to. “Nice to meet you,” said Max.

“Likewise,” said Wiley.

The three of them began heading to the cafeteria. Lance said, “I’ve been learning so much about this academy and being a Summoner and stuff, Max. Just wait till you talk to Wiley about this stuff. He’s been blowing my mind all day.”

Max nodded. This might be a good opportunity to ask some of the questions that he’d been saving up for just such a conversation with an upperclassman.


TWENTY-SIX


Max grabbed a snack. The conversation started after everyone sat down at the table. “You’re done for the day now, right, Max?” asked Lance.

“Yeah, but after this, I was going to go work out, I think.”

Lance shook his head. “I probably should, too. Been thinking about it. But whenever I see you doing all that stuff, it makes me tired just from watching.”

“Well, they tell us that after we go back to our real bodies, the transfer will take all the good stuff from here to there,” Max reminded.

Lance nodded skeptically. “Yeah, see, that’s what I’m kind of iffy about. Stuff we know, or our powers, things tied to the soul or mind…I can buy that. But going back to Earth and having a six-pack there if I got one here… I don’t know about that, man, especially since we’re not actually aging here.”

Wiley laughed and said, “You two better get used to the idea. It’s all magic, after all. To most people, none of this stuff makes sense, any of it.” He stopped chuckling and continued, “Seriously, I thought the same as you guys when I first got here. But all of the professors who went to their world to fight and then came back here all said that it’s true.”

Max nodded. He’d had the same thoughts. And it seemed that all of the Quartets and the academies were legitimately created to help people get stronger and kill monsters back on their own world. So it didn’t make sense to learn how to be ass-kicking wizards or whatever but then go back with an untrained body. Whatever magic was involved in improving the original body that all of the Challengers would go back to, he figured it was important and worked. If not, the martial Paths would be completely screwed once they got back to their home worlds.

Lance hooked a thumb at Wiley and said, “So now you’ve met each other. I know Wiley from my mind-strengthening class. I think he’s about to graduate at the end of the year or something. How does graduation actually work anyway?”

Wiley shrugged and said, “I don’t know, exactly. They give us counseling when we get close enough. Or I guess whenever we’re ready, we just tell them that we’re ready. Then if they agree, we graduate. And whenever that happens, whoever graduates says goodbye and we have a party. When you leave, you got back to one of the fields that everybody appeared in the first time they came here…and they vanish.”

Interesting, thought Max. Apparently, graduating required the student to initiate some sort of test or review. If they didn’t, it wasn’t necessarily automatic.

Wiley said, “To tell the truth, I’ve been wanting to meet you for a few days, Max.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah, most of the lower classmen might not know yet, but word of your duel with that guy from the Mystic Spear Path is spreading like wildfire. Not everybody knows your name yet, but everybody’s been talking about the guy who beat down a spear guy with a cane. Didn’t you win a weapon?”

Max chuckled and brought his dagger up to the lunch table. “Everybody keeps saying it’s enchanted, but I haven’t even figured out what it does yet.”

Wiley rubbed his chin. “It’s probably something lower level, like heightened durability and sharpness, maybe with the ability to harm magical creatures or intangible creatures or something like that.”

Max raised his eyebrows. “Really?” In the last few days, especially after the upperclassmen had started wearing other clothing, Max had noticed more than a few of them also carrying weapons of their own.

Wiley gave him a look like it was super basic information before he seemed to remember he was talking to first-years. “Oh yeah, that’s right. You guys wouldn’t know yet.” He paused and thought for a second, then said, “Do you know how money actually works in the Quartet?”

Max and Lance shook their heads. Wiley explained, “Money in all the Quartets is basically these little balls full of mana. They come in different denominations starting from just one, and you can consolidate them between orbs. You just have to think about it and use your Challenger seed. Everybody can do it, even if they don’t use mana as part of their Path.”

“Really?” asked Max.

“Yeah.” Wiley took out a pouch from his pocket that looked empty, reached inside, and pulled out an orb the size of a marble. It glowed faintly. He said, “This is five units. All of the money is in units. Most students don’t just get money, not at first. You have to earn it, either by doing something really good in school, or being a higher year in the academy, or by trading, or doing some sort of work in the central area, or—” He dropped his voice and said, “Doing dungeons.”

“Dungeons?” asked Max. He shared a look with Lance.

Lance asked, “Like Dungeons and Dragons? I cast a magic missile at the darkness!” He waved a hand around. Max laughed, and Wiley looked at the two of them like they were insane.

Max realized that Wiley wasn’t from Earth and wouldn’t understand the joke, so he said, “It’s a game in the world we come from.”

“Oh, okay,” said Wiley. He rolled his eyes, very obviously not impressed by the joke. “Anyway, once a month, anyone can go into one of the dungeons, but a lot of people don’t, because if you go into a dungeon and you die there, you die for real. That’s it. Back to your original body with nothing but your memories.

“So a lot of times when students go into the dungeons, they go in a group. They might go with fewer if they feel like they’re really ready. Most are cautious. And there’s different levels of dungeons, too.”

“What are dungeons?” asked Lance.

“The dungeons are kind of like mazes with monsters and stuff.”

Max blinked. This was definitely the first he’d heard this much about dungeons in the Quartet. “So how do you actually make money in them, then?” he asked.

“Well, before you go in, there’s some sort of mage or wizard that casts a spell on you. The spell has a conditional effect. When you kill monsters, instead of their mana just escaping into the air, it actually turns into condensed mana stones that you can use to charge up mana units you already have, basically making them worth more. You just touch the rock to the spheres and transfer the mana the same way you would unit to unit. And then that’s it. Of course, you can also sell any gear that you find, but most of the stuff down there isn’t worth much. The exception is enchanted weapons or armor or relics and things like that.”

“And you can do it once a month?” asked Max.

“Well, it’s once a month for free. Some people actually go there every month saying they’re going to do the dungeon, but they lie. Because every time you get a pass for a dungeon, they give you one money unit. These types of students will just walk away with the unit.

“It’s a really, really slow way to pick up money or make money, but if you’re afraid of dying, it beats dying.”

“I guess,” said Max. “Is once a month all you can go?”

“Nah,” said Wiley. “You can go as many times as you want, but after the first time you go in that month, you have to pay for it.”

“How much does it cost?” asked Lance.

“Depends on the dungeon,” said Wiley. “It might even depend on the day. I am not an expert. Maybe it has something to do with supply and demand. I don’t know. I don’t go into dungeons very often, but by the time you get into your second year, you have to go at least twice in the year. Usually, everybody goes as a Summoner class at first, so there’s no real danger.”

Max shook his head. “Wild,” he said. “On the subject of money, what do things cost around here?” He pointed at the dagger on the table. “For instance, if I were to buy that in the central area, how much would it cost?”

“Usually food is like one or two units. Maybe half a unit. Really, really good food can be more than that. A basic weapon is usually around a hundred units, but an enchanted weapon like your dagger, maybe pretty decent, would be three times that. Really, really good enchanted weapons can be like thousands of units, maybe even millions.”

“Why the hell is it so expensive?” said Lance. “Even a meal being one credit is kind of insane when you figure people only get one credit for signing up for a dungeon per month.”

Wiley smiled. “It’s the secret of the Quartet. You can take some stuff back with you,” he said. “Like, when you go back to your original body, you can pay extra to have something go back with you, but it’s expensive to do. So the motivated types try to make enough money to get at least a few good pieces of gear and afford to have it go back with them.”

“Really?” said Lance.

“Yes. Otherwise what would be the point of spending so much time and effort to make money in order to buy the stuff? Experience, sure, but the dungeons can be dangerous. It’s risky. Not only that, warriors and stuff—like people in the other Paths especially—if they go back to their world without weapons, their Path might be useless.”

Max nodded slowly. “So nobody makes money at school?”

Wiley shook his head. “No, uh, yes. Okay, so this is a little complicated. First-years don’t make any money. This is probably to encourage first-years to stay in classes. Second-years get one or two units per month, or more depending on how well they perform in classes, tests, and such. Third-years get ten units per month, and it stays at that level all the way to year seven. But winning in tournaments or winning at anything, or excelling in anything, being recognized in training training…winning contests that the professors create, all of it can make money.”

“So the only time we’d ever spend money on food and whatnot would be in the central area, right? And it’s a luxury?” asked Max.

“No,” said Wiley. “Or at least not necessarily. For most students, yes. But if you get too many demerits, you can’t make money at school anymore, and nothing will be free anymore either, including the cafeteria.”

Lance’s jaw fell open, and he looked like his world was crumbling around him. “No more food? Then if somebody gets demerits, how the hell are they going to survive? You said meals are obscenely expensive in the central area!”

Wiley laughed and pinched at his skin. “These bodies aren’t one hundred percent real, remember? Not only do we heal faster in the Quartet, but we also can’t technically starve. Going a long time without food is going to be super, super unpleasant, though. You’ll probably learn slower, too. And you won’t be able to improve your body anymore. But if you’re paying for classes, you get a cafeteria pass…or so I hear.”

“Okay, I get it,” said Max. He thoughtfully took a bite of his slice of pizza and said, “So if you get lots of demerits, if you get punished for it, you’re not just having to move to a crappier room. You also potentially don’t get free food anymore. You don’t get to go to classes anymore, so you can’t even learn, and your time is wasted.” And he let his voice trail off. “What else?”

Wiley ticked things off on his fingers. “No more library. It can take longer to regenerate if you die. You don’t get free laundry service anymore. And if you really screw up, they can even try taking away your water in the screw-up dorms.”

“The screw-up dorms?” asked Lance.

“Yeah, the screw-up dorms,” said Wiley. “That’s kind of what we call the area where everybody goes if they get too many demerits and get moved out of the dorms.”

Max shook his head. Wild. But then he raised an eyebrow and said, “But most of these things can be fixed with money, right? They said before that class didn’t cost tuition or didn’t cost any money, but if you have too many demerits and you can’t get into class, can you still pay for it. I think you might have mentioned something to that effect, too.”

Wiley smirked. “Yup. And now you’re starting to understand why it’s so unfair when the Lifers come in here and do whatever they want.”

“Lifers?” said Lance.

“What are Lifers?” asked Max.

Wiley hesitated and slowly said, “I’m not one hundred percent sure, but my understanding is that people don’t only get chosen and come to the Quartets when their world is first attacked. If a world is under attack for a really long time, every fifty years or so there’s a new group of Challengers that are chosen from that world. They can choose to train new Paths, go back and I guess theoretically the added Challengers will save that world

“Thing is, if they know about the Quartets and they come from a powerful family, they will have ways of getting money and other resources while training that regular students…won’t. I’ve even heard rumors of corrupt professors bending over backward for Lifers.”

“This is the first I heard about that,” said Max. “Crazy. Too bad our world doesn’t have a bunch of people who already know what is going on. Unfairness of the Lifers or not, me and Lance are going back to our world blind after we’re done here.”

Wiley laughed. “Yeah, there’s a lot of mysteries about the attacks on the worlds out there, and there have been student clubs every year I’ve been here where people kind of strategize about what they might do when they get back home. It’s really popular whenever there are several people in the academy from the same world so they can kind of work together on it.

“The problem is that no matter how good their plan is, it isn’t worth dirt if the other people from other Paths aren’t on the same page.”

Lance sighed. “Yeah, I can see that. Sucks that Summoners are so rare, huh?”

Wiley lost his perpetual grin and said, “No, it’s good there aren’t very many Summoners.”

Max didn’t reply, just looked a question at the man. Wiley continued, “Summoners are terrible, Lance. I really wish I’d gotten any other Path than this one.”

Lance shook his head. He said, “The professors keep saying that we can be really good support or we can be creative and⁠—”

Wiley cut him off. “Summoners are weak. It’s just that simple. There’s a reason we get our asses kicked every year by the other academies. A first-year in the other academies can beat third- and fourth-year Summoners. Their best over there could probably take out a quarter of our students, total. Maybe more.”

Something about the statement got Max’s hackles up. He hated defeatism. He chuckled and said, “I don’t know. I beat that one guy a few days ago in the central area.”

Wiley gave him a weird expression before smiling. “Yeah, and that was awesome. Everybody’s talking about it because we can’t stand those arrogant Mystic Spear people. We’re all rooting for you, man. I even heard that you might end up representing the school this year during the yearly tournament!”

Max shrugged and said, “Yeah, I’ve heard something about it.”

“You should really take it seriously because if a miracle happens and you somehow win even a single match, you get tons of money for it. It’s one of the major motivators for so many people wanting to take part in the tournament in the first place.”

“Really?” asked Max.

“Yeah, there are other prizes, too. Like, I’ve heard that if you are able to compete up two levels⁠—”

“What does that mean?”

“Oh,” said Wiley. “Two levels up. So be at the top of this Quartet, then compete for this Quartet against three others and go up one more stage after that. Anyway, if you go that high, you can even request rare books or instruction or even a transfer to another Quartet. Although I don’t know what the point of that would be.”

“Can you go over the levels thing again?” asked Lance.

“Well, the first level is the tournament in your Quartet,” said Wiley. “The second level is the winners or top placers from four different Quartets all competing. Then the third level is all of those winners fighting in a tournament. I’ve heard that the competition can go to even higher tiers, but it could all just be a myth. Nobody in this Quartet knows for sure, I think.”

Max whistled soundlessly. “So, sixteen Quartets, best of. That’s third level, huh? Or going up two levels?”

“Exactly,” said Wiley.

“Wow.” Lance shook his head. “I’m not even gonna dream of getting that far. But who knows, buddy?” He punched Max in the shoulder. “You keep working out every day like you have been, and maybe you can Hercules your way up there.”

Max grinned. “I don’t know, we’ll see.”

“It must be nice to even have a hope of winning anything.” Wiley shook his head ruefully. “Most of us know that any of the Mystic Spear Path people or the other two Paths in this Quartet could destroy us if they wanted to. That’s why most of us don’t even go to the central area anymore. Besides, you need money to buy anything there, and Summoners are so weak that most of us won’t go into dungeons unless the group is large. And if the group is large, we don’t make as much money because everything has to be split so many ways.”

“It does sound tough,” said Max. “Thanks for giving us the no-bullshit version of what’s really going on around here. The professors always seem to sugarcoat everything.”

“Absolutely,” said Wiley. “No problem. I don’t mind answering any questions you have if I have the time. In fact, I need to go to the central area for something tomorrow. Do you guys want to come with?”

“Hell yeah,” said Lance. “As long as we avoid the mall. I want to explore more. You coming, Max?”

Max thought about his workout routine and how close he was getting to achieving a one-star mana body but decided that he could sacrifice a single day. “Sure, why not?” he said. He patted the dagger before putting it back on his belt. “Maybe I can sell this thing and get something that’ll work better for me, too.”


TWENTY-SEVEN


On Saturday morning, Max walked on the road to the central area with Lance and Wiley.

It wasn’t early, and it wasn’t late, about halfway between breakfast and lunch. He had expected more people to be heading to the central area, but there were only two other groups that he had seen. One was a group of upperclassmen girls, and the second was a large mixed group armed to the teeth that Max was very confused by until he remembered what he had heard about students raiding dungeons.

In fact, after remembering dungeons, Max realized that the group seemed to have an attitude like they were on a mission. He counted them and came to nine. He shook his head. The dungeons must be insanely dangerous because even with nine people, the group seemed nervous. Of course, he had nothing to really base this on right now other than his forays into the ruins and catacombs of Albion.

“So where do you two want to go first?” said Wiley. The man was all smiles. Max knew that Lance really liked Wiley, so he was trying to give the other man a chance, but there was just something about him that he didn’t quite like. Maybe it was because he didn’t seem to take anything seriously. Max liked to joke around as much as the next person, but he always tried to remind himself of the stakes at hand and why he was at Summoner Academy in the first place. Maybe after three or four years, Wiley had just let the memories dull or something. Now Max was making an effort, trying to give the other man a chance.

Lance said, “Well, we all ate breakfast, so I don’t think food is really high on the priority list right now. I also don’t really have any money unless Max wants to loan me some after selling his dagger.” He winked, and Max rolled his eyes.

“I don’t even know for sure that I’m selling this thing yet, so let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“Fair enough, fair enough,” said Lance, holding his hands out. “Relax, Guy.”

“Oh my god,” said Max. “That was a South Park reference, wasn’t it? I didn’t know floppy-headed Canadians like you even watched South Park.”

“Of course. We all watch Terrance and Phillip, too. Duh.”

The two of them chuckled while Wiley looked visibly confused.

When the mirth faded, Wiley said, “Okay, how about this? We can go to some of the regular clothing stores first and then hit up some of the stores that sell adventurer clothing after that. And then go to the weapon shop area, and after that, we can get lunch. Does that work for you guys?”

“Works for me, yeah,” said Max.

“Me too,” said Lance.

Walking on this path now as a group of three was a very different experience than the first time Max had gone to the central area. Of course, it could also be because this was a weekend, and there were other people going as well, but it didn’t have quite the same alien feel to it as before. In fact, Max had already seen the central area now. Now he was more interested in individual businesses than the overall look of the place. He was also paying closer attention to the other people he saw.

There were several adventuring groups visible. The adventurer group coming out of the Summoner Academy apparently hadn’t been the only one. There was another group he spotted armed and armored getting donuts and coffee at a nearby shop.

“I never even got a chance to look around the mall last time,” said Lance.

Wiley said, “Take my word for it: don’t even bother going to the mall until you have lots of money and maybe protection, too. That’s where a lot of the movers and shakers hang out.”

Lance frowned. “Wow. This is like high school all over again. But maybe less savage.”

“Tell me about it,” said Max. The three of them chatted as they walked across the central area with Wiley answering questions and giving more information.

The subject of duels and fighting came up again, and Max said, “So the only experience I have is with a duel where both sides basically stated what was at stake. I thought it was the case, but Wiley, you’re confirming that if somebody attacks you, the system knows it, and if you defend yourself, you can actually get rewards?”

“Yeah,” said Wiley. “It’s one of the ways that the Quartet system prevents too much violence or murder because there’s always the chance that the prey will become the predator. If you kill somebody in self-defense, you get to take everything that they were wearing, but you don’t quite get all of their money. At least not necessarily. Most people have money pouches that they carry their money in, and if the amount is over two thousand units, the system usually awards you with half of what that person was carrying on top of that.”

“How the hell does it know that?” asked Lance. “Actually, never mind. But also, if people can lose their money that way, and especially if they’re the angsty sort, why would they carry money on them in the first place?”

Wiley shook his head and grinned. “This conversation really brings me back. You have no idea how long it took me in my first year to put all this stuff together. So basically, nobody usually leaves expensive stuff in their rooms unattended. The reason is if you’re on the inside and you lock the door, your room is pretty well protected, but once you leave your room, the lock sucks. In fact, a lot of rooms don’t even have locks. You can buy better locks, but most students can’t afford them or don’t want to spend money on them.

“Students can leave weapons and armor in the academy armories, but they have limited slots.

“So unless somebody is really rich, rich enough to leave all of their stuff in their room because it has magical protection, a lot of people carry their money and most expensive stuff on them all the time, since that’s the safest way to do it. If you actually die or get murdered or anything like that, anything that the system doesn’t believe the other person should receive appears with you in the field once you come back to life.”

“You mean respawn?” asked Lance.

“Huh?” asked Wiley.

Max said, “Video game term.”

“What’s a video game?”

For the next few minutes, Max and Lance tried to explain video games to Wiley, who came from a lower technology world. By the time they all reached their first destination, a clothing store for men, Wiley was still confused and seemed only half sure that they’d been telling the truth.

After that, the three of them split up, and Max browsed, mainly looking at prices. He’d been bracing himself for things probably being expensive but was still unprepared for the reality. Shoes seemed to go anywhere from three units all the way up to four hundred. A pair of flip-flops or sandals could be had for only one credit, but everything else was expensive. Shirts were the same way. A pack of undershirts was two credits, but a single nice silk shirt seemed to be about twenty credits, give or take five.

What was also interesting was he was pretty sure nothing in this store was even enchanted.

As he searched, he ran into Lance, who was looking at shorts. Lance pointed at a pair he had been checking out. The price read six credits. Lance said, “You know, the prices aren’t actually that bad when you consider that one credit gets you a meal. The problem is that unless you make money somewhere else or find it, the amount of money you get just from existing in the academy is like almost nothing. The problem seems to be more that we’re poor than the prices are too high.”

Max considered what his friend had just said and slowly nodded. “Yeah, I can see your point. But if that’s the case, some of those boots are still really expensive. Like, I’m not going to do the math in my head, but they’d probably be one or two thousand dollars back home, maybe more.”

“Maybe they’re really good boots,” said Lance, and he shrugged. “There are shoes back home that people buy for that much. Normal people don’t, but they exist.”

Max left Lance to go check out more stuff by himself, and about ten minutes later, their group of three left the store to try another. Over the next hour, Max, Lance, and Wiley went window shopping in multiple stores. Max usually hated window shopping, but this was fascinating. At first.

After the first stores, Max had started paying less attention. Back on Earth, he’d cared about his appearance, but only to the extent that somebody who was poor actually could. And on top of that, he knew from his past life that nothing made an outfit look better than power. The only difference between “shabby” or “weird” versus “eccentric” or “style setter” was often someone’s perceived value. Back on Earth and right now, Max didn’t have a whole lot of power. For right now, serviceable clothing would do. But even that was super expensive in the Quartet. He needed money.

Lance was definitely in his element, though. Apparently, back on Earth, he’d had a pretty decent wardrobe and had a reputation for dressing sharp. Lance was of the opinion that in the clothing stores in the central area, there were outfits at least as good as back on Earth, but some were actually even better. Max was glad that his friend had found something he was excited about to save up for.

He was glad to move on from the clothing stores when they did. And Max’s attention was piqued again when the three of them walked into an armor store for the first time. This store was called Burt’s Emporium and was fairly large. There were cuirasses and brigandines held up by metal hangers all along the store and in racks, but there were also glass cases with sets of armor or more expensive-looking pieces of armor as well. There was a sign next to most of them saying that custom fitting was complementary with any purchase over one thousand units.

At first, Max thought that amount might be a lot until he saw the price tag of one suit of armor in a lighted case. He pursed his lips in surprise when he read thirteen thousand units, but then he started reading a little notecard under the price about the armor itself, and he decided that maybe the price was fair for everything it could do.

Even back on Albion, this suit of armor would have been fairly expensive. It had three different enchantments, one of them being a self-repair function, which was absolutely a godsend for anybody working as a soldier or an adventurer. Without armor that had an enchanted repair function, a fighter would either need a squire or they would need to pack armor repair components themselves, which added weight to their pack and also took up space. Not to mention it took time to fix things, time that a warrior might not have. An auto-repair function could save their life as much as any other enchantment.

Max had been half expecting a grumpy dwarf to be manning the store, but instead, there was a young-looking guy with pimples cleaning his nails with a file and reading a book. He didn’t even glance up at them as they browsed. Max got closer to Wiley and whispered, “Why isn’t the employee paying more attention? Isn’t shoplifting a thing here?”

Wiley chuckled softly and said, “No. Most stores like this have theft prevention devices on the merchandise that have to be turned off at the counter. If you try to take something out the door,” he made a motion with his finger across his throat, “it’s not pleasant.”

“I see,” said Max. Must be nice for the stores, he thought. He glanced at the unenthused employee again. And the staff.

Max got a pretty good feel for what sort of armor was available, at least in that shop, and the next two armor shops clinched what sort of gear he might be able to obtain in the central area if he had enough money.

Next, the three of them went to stores with weapons, and Max was even more interested in these stores. Like in the armor stores, the weapons ranged from plain and relatively affordable all the way up to absolutely crazy expensive. Max even saw a sword in one store that was priced for more than a million credits, but after reading the description, he could only shake his head in amazement. It was a better weapon than anything he’d ever seen on Albion, including his personal sword that he’d carried for fifty years before he’d been killed.

Moon Etcher, he thought. I wonder what ever happened to my sword?

The three left the area with most of the weapons stores—there had been at least a dozen of them—and Wiley asked, “Do you guys want to start heading toward the area with restaurants? All that stuff is by the mall and extends to the middle.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Lance, but Max was looking around, his head on a swivel.

Max pointed and said, “Can we check that place out really quick?”

Wiley glanced over and frowned but shrugged. “Sure, I don’t think it’s very interesting, but whatever floats your boat.”

“Oh, that’s cool. You have that saying on your world, too,” said Lance.

Wiley laughed, and the two of them began talking about different figures of speech on their different worlds.

Apparently, the store that had caught Max’s eye was an adventurer general store. The name of the store was Burt’s General Store. The “Burt” in the name had been what caught Max’s attention.

Max walked around the store, and his heart began to speed up with excitement. He saw packs, rope, magic torches, water purification devices, even magically compressed rations. This store had everything that an adventurer would need other than armor and weapons to attack a dungeon, which Max had been learning about a little bit more during his walk with Wiley.

Back on Albion, dungeons had existed in the distant past before Max was born, but most of them had disappeared. He’d only actually seen two in his lifetime and only ever been in one.

Listening to Wiley, he was surprised to find out that the dungeons that students could raid from this Quartet were very similar to the dungeons he’d heard about on his home world. He’d been even more interested to find out that all the dungeons accessed from this Quartet existed on one world. Students transported to it from the central area.

Max left the store and saw his two companions still chatting nearby. He crossed the street to see another business that had caught his attention. This one was called Burt’s Books.

Over the last few days, whenever Max had had time to visit the library, he’d been disappointed with his limited access. He was curious if somebody could get a hold of higher level or more interesting books than he could now at the library if they had money.

After walking around the store, he decided the answer was definitely yes.

In fact, this store had incredibly ancient-looking tomes behind glass, similar to the displays that the armor and weapons shop had sported for their higher-end items.

The attendant in this store seemed to be paying better attention than the employees in some of the other stores he’d been in. The employee was an older man wearing a bowler hat. In a firm but gentle voice, he said, “Please, no reading in the store other than a quick flip through or to check out the front or back page. This is a bookstore, not a library.”

Max nodded. “That’s fair.” On Earth, a lot of people would have been offended, but some of these books were likely handmade or even one of a kind. He put the book back that he’d been starting to flip through, a primer on general sorcery Paths. “I have got to get more money,” he said out loud.

The man behind the counter smiled and said, “Isn’t that the truth for all of us?”

Max walked out of the bookstore, deep in thought. His to-do lists while at the Summoner Academy had just gotten a new bullet point in his mind.

*Make money

He walked over to Lance and Wiley. “Okay, I’m done here. Sorry for keeping you guys waiting.”

“Not a problem,” said Wiley. “After all, it’s just about to be noon, and I think that’s the best time to show you a cool restaurant. It’s kind of out of the way, though. You guys mind walking for a little bit more?”

“No, that’s fine,” said Lance.

Max just absently nodded, thinking about the books he’d seen in Burt’s Books. He suddenly wondered if the old man in the bookstore had been Burt himself. Or maybe each store was owned by a different Burt.

He smiled at his own useless thoughts before going over all of the ways he’d heard a student could make money again.

While Max pondered, Lance and Wiley chatted. Before he knew it, they’d crossed almost the entire central area, going behind the mall, moving further away from the entrance to the Summoner Academy.

Wiley checked the time on his tablet and said, “I think the place just opened. Let’s hurry.”

Max nodded again and walked faster. The three of them moved past some other people down the street. Then Wiley pointed at a sign on the brick wall that said “Royal Kitchen.”

“This is the place.” Next to the sign, there wasn’t a doorway, but instead, an alley leading deep between two buildings. The cobblestones in the alley looked actually nicer than those on the road, but Max frowned regardless. In his past life, he’d had a bad track record regarding alleys.

He hesitated, but Lance was already following Wiley, so Max brought up the rear. Paranoia or not, he let his hand fall to his dagger and tried not to let memories of the past drown out the present. One bad thing about remembering a very long previous life was that it seemed like everything he did reminded him of something he’d already done.

After the three of them walked some distance down the alley and took a corner, Max saw the courtyard in front of a fancy restaurant, seemingly standing all by itself because of the clever alleyway access.

Something suddenly screamed at Max from the back of his mind. His stomach dropped when he realized that his premonition had been right after all. Out of the corner of his vision, he saw motion and reacted with finely honed instincts.

He dove forward, rolling on the ground, and came up in a crouch, bare dagger out in his hand. The maneuver had been enough to avoid getting skewered through the legs by a spear.

In half a second, his entire day had turned, becoming something else entirely. His adrenaline ramped up to max, making his eyeballs buzz. He took a step to make some distance or run away but hissed instead. It was no use. He was boxed in, people blocking his exit. The must have jumped down from up above somewhere.

This was a very thorough ambush.

Behind him, Lance started screaming bloody murder, and Max spared a quick glance back.

Lance had been stabbed in the thigh and was cradling his injury, gritting his teeth and staring around him in anger and confusion.

Wiley was against one brick wall, arms crossed, face blank. Now there were people blocking the entrance to the restaurant as well as the exit back to the alley.

Out of the group in front of the restaurant, a man stepped forward with a sneer on his face and a spear in his hand. “So nice of you to join us,” said Prince Regal.

Max’s nose twitched. He really hated being right all the time. After this, he really needed to start listening to his instincts again. Earth had made him soft.


TWENTY-EIGHT


Max crouched down, dagger at the ready. He wasn’t feeling optimistic about this situation. There were four men with spears blocking the entrance to the alley and another four in front of the restaurant plus Regal. Suddenly, a screen popped up to one side of his vision that read:

You are being ambushed. Caution! An alert has gone out to the appropriate authorities.

Max blinked and closed the window. Bit late for that now, he thought.

Lance kept screaming on the ground. Prince Regal walked forward a few steps from his goons and pointed at Lance. He said, “Look what you’ve made me do. All because you didn’t know your place.”

Max smirked and said, “It looks more to me like you got your pride hurt because I kicked your ass. Publicly. Meanwhile, I notice that all this cowardly shit is very, very private.”

Regal snarled, glared at Max, and then very slowly and deliberately stabbed one of Lance’s legs on the ground. Lance’s screaming changed in pitch and volume. Max felt rage building in his heart, but he pressed it down, willing himself not to do anything yet. Acting in the heat of the moment would be stupid and make the situation worse. He was far too experienced to be goaded into something like that. Although, based on the relaxed stances of the men surrounding him, it didn’t seem like they were actually that worried about him at this point. It wasn’t wariness that was making them keep their distance; it was likely amusement. But Max would take anything he could get.

He turned and gave Wiley an icy look, but the man wouldn’t meet his eyes. It was ironic that the man who’d sold them out was also the one to educate them on “Lifers.” Now Max had a better understanding of why so many people seemed willing to kiss Regal’s ass and why the prince had more money than others, even in the Quartet. There must be enough people from Regal’s world in this Quartet for his status as a prince to actually matter.

Max promised himself revenge on Wiley as he glared at the man.

Prince Regal noticed the exchange and grinned. He stabbed the wailing Lance through a shoulder and through an elbow as he moved toward Wiley. Lance’s suffering deepened, and the man’s screams became choked sobs. Wiley grimaced as he accepted a bag of mana units from the prince. “Good job, Summoner,” said Prince Regal. “Even though you got the bad fortune of being a Summoner, at least you’re good for something. I guess your only talent is betraying other Summoners.” He laughed at his own joke.

“Can I leave now?” asked Wiley.

“Sure. But I don’t think your new ‘friend’ is going to just let you pass.” Regal chuckled and pointed at Max.

“I’m not going back out through the alley,” said Wiley. “I’ll go through the restaurant and out the back way there.”

“Fine, do whatever you want,” said Regal.

Wiley glanced one more time at Max before leaving the courtyard. He disappeared through the front of the restaurant.

Meanwhile, Max was thinking furiously. If he was at least a one-star mana body, this situation might not be so hopeless. As of right now, he was stronger and faster than even professional athletes back on Earth, but that was not going to be enough.

He’d inspected all of his enemies as best he could, and Prince Regal seemed to be the lowest-year Mystic Spear student among them. Regal pointed at a man behind him who had similar features and said, “As I was saying, shitter, this is all your fault. Now I’d like to introduce you to my brother, you useless Summoner.”

“If I’m so useless, then why’d I kill you last time?” said Max. He wiggled his nose in a saucy way, and the provocation was too much for the prince. He began stalking forward, but his brother grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him back. “Don’t.”

“Balance, let me do what I want!”

“Losing our composure is the first step in losing a battle.”

“This is not a battle, and the shitter is cornered! He can’t pull any tricks this time!”

“He is provoking you. I thought the whole point of this was to get revenge. It was your idea to do it this way, and you were the one who wanted to torture him, too. Whether he’s trying to get you to kill him quickly or give him an opening, don’t play into his tricks again.”

While Regal was busy talking to his brother Balance, Max noticed that Lance was sucking in air as much as breathing. He’d calmed enough to stop screaming and crying. Whether he was trying to avoid more notice, or he’d lost too much blood, or he had just gotten ahold of himself, Max didn’t know. Hopefully the man was listening. Max quickly shouted, “Lance, decide to die! Then they can’t torture you anymore. Mentally tell the system that you want to die, and then when it asks you if you’re sure, say yes. You can respawn.”

Lance managed to open his eyes long enough to give Max a confused, pain-filled look before understanding crossed his face. Regal swore, “Shit!” and darted toward the downed man, spear raised. Right as his spear thunked home in Lance’s uninjured shoulder, the wounded man vanished into dust, all of his possessions vanishing with him. Regal was furious. “After we’re done with this, someone go find that little shitter Wiley. He wasn’t supposed to tell them that they could do that.”

Max didn’t say anything. This confirmed that Wiley had intentionally dangled information to make himself trustworthy, all to lure Max and Lance to this place at a specified time. But in fact, Wiley hadn’t informed them about the elective suicide feature in the Quartet. That was something Max had learned on his own. It was a fail-safe expressly for situations like this. But the trade-off for electing to suicide instead of being murdered would generally lead to longer rebirth times. Lance hadn’t had any hope of resisting. So Max had decided that his friend dying, getting away from the pain, and not giving these assholes the satisfaction of torturing him any further was still the best outcome.

Wincing, Max tried to reposition himself. Unfortunately, he backed up a half step too far and suddenly felt an attack coming from behind. He barely managed to dodge most of it, but the sharp spear blade dragged along his back, opening a nasty laceration. Worse was the hit to Max’s pride. The Mystic Spear student had obviously not even trying hard for the hit. He smirked at Max and then made a shooing gesture toward the prince.

Max was growing angrier, but he forced his frustration down. By this point, just based on the way his enemies moved around him and by that last attack, he could tell for sure now that he’d gotten very lucky in his first duel against Prince Regal. Not only had the other man not been using a spear due to his stupid pride, he also didn’t seem to be very good, either—at least not compared to these more advanced Challengers. However, his brother, Prince Balance, was a different story. Just standing there, the man was obviously dangerous.

There was another man near Regal that Max was watching out for, too. He was the oldest-looking man in the group and, unlike the others, was wearing what looked like a uniform.

Max spit and said, “So this is the might of the Mystic Spear Academy, huh? Nine people ganging up on a first-year Summoner armed with a dagger. A dagger that he won fair and square from a whiny little bitch who lost because of his stupid pride. Some prince, huh? You must be from the trashiest family imaginable.’”

Suddenly, Prince Balance moved. He was so fast that Max couldn’t react. He’d wanted to, though. His mind told his body what to do, but his body had been too slow…too…mortal, and couldn’t obey. Next thing he knew, there was a foot and a half of steel through his stomach. Max didn’t move. He was completely overpowered, and flailing around would make it worse.

He grabbed the spear shaft behind the blade and stared Prince Balance in the eyes. The man was a fourth-year, based on his badge, and now Max understood intimately why the Summoner Academy hadn’t won any competitions for years. This man would have been dangerous back on Albion, much less to a place like the Summoner Academy, at least based on what Max had seen so far. Prince Balance had power and grace, the kind that Max had not seen since his previous life. Of course, at his prime, a warrior of this level would have still been beneath his notice as an opponent. But right now, the difference between the two of them was like heaven and earth.

Max briefly thought about trying to wound Balance but decided against it. He was willing to incur further injury and pain for it, but there was truly no hope. What was worse, he could tell by the light of amusement in Balance’s eyes that the other man knew exactly what he was thinking. Balance’s calm exterior and measured way he spoke was an act. He might have just told Regal to stay calm and logical, but Balance was a sadist.

The older prince’s shoulder tensed, and Max hurriedly released the spear before it was drawn out of his body with explosive power. If Max hadn’t let go, he probably would have lost his fingers.

Balance backed up to the restaurant, never taking his eyes off Max, and said, “This nonsense here, all of it, was my little brother’s idea. I am just watching and making sure nothing stupid happens. I’m not going to get involved unless you besmirch my family again. I highly suggest that you don’t do so.”

Right. Asshole probably just wanted to stab me. Max could feel the blood gushing out of his stomach now. He almost put a hand against it but decided not to since the spear had gone out his back, too. He probably would have already been down at this point if he hadn’t begun gathering a mana body. He looked Balance in the eyes and said, “Okay, I’m not going to talk about your family again. At least not right now.”

“Good enough,” said Balance.

It was still unfortunate that the older prince had stepped in, even if he had wounded Max badly enough for him to eventually bleed out. The strike had missed his vitals and been clean enough that it was not bleeding as much as it otherwise would.

Max really had hoped earlier that Regal would get close enough to either kill him outright or present Max an opportunity to wound him. Unfortunately, the younger prince hadn’t taken the bait. Max knew the best he could hope for at this point was a clean death. But now he felt like if he said the wrong thing, it might be Balance that inflicted more pain on him. That would be bad. Max couldn’t do anything to resist. Now that he had seen the older prince’s power, he figured the Balance could protect Regal, too.

However, he really wanted to hurt one of these fuckers before he went down. Prince Balance eyed Max’s wound and said, “He’s bleeding quite a bit, Regal. If you’re going to do something, you’d better hurry up.”

Max gritted his teeth and looked around at the circle of enemies. He glared at Regal. “If you were that embarrassed about our duel earlier, why didn’t you find me and request another duel? Isn’t this murder? Aren’t you worried about demerits?”

Prince Regal laughed, and a few of the other surrounding students chuckled, too. He said, “Demerits? Why would I care about that? I’m a prince. I’m rich. I don’t need to curry favor with these so-called professors. This is just an opportunity to grow stronger without actually aging, that’s it. As for the rest of it, unless a professor or other staff is on scene, the system will be the one to hand out demerits—if any—in most cases. The system always errs on the side of leniency, and I think you will find that it will be a long, long time until any staff shows up to the scene here. And even so, most of these men are just blocking you. Besides, even if all of us got demerits, even if it was enough to actually have any negative effect, they’re all my men, and I would take care of them. You don’t need to worry about it. They’re definitely not.”

Prince Regal grinned. “As for the duel, you are not qualified. In fact, now that I have my spear, you’re not qualified to lick my boots. After all, I am royalty, and you’re just some random peasant from one of a million doomed worlds. I was going to torture you, do even worse to you than we did to your stupid friend who vanished like a coward, but you keep talking about duels, and that amuses me. Most of us are of noble blood. You are nothing and do not deserve to be treated like an equal. However, this is a good practice opportunity for a soldier. Like hunting an animal.”

The prince nudged the man in the uniform standing next to him and said, “Go fight him, Donley. Make it take a while. If you kill him too fast, I will be angry, and you will be punished.”

Regal looked at Max again and gave a mocking bow. “Here you go, shitter. You can fight Donley. So then after you wake up again, after you’ve died, you’ll know that you were killed by my manservant. And even in the unlikely event that any demerits are given, they’ll mostly be given to him.”

Max warily watched the manservant approach and was disappointed when he realized that Donley obviously knew how to use the spear he was holding. The man’s expression never even flickered. As he drew closer, Max saw that he was a third-year student and had a large scar on one cheek. Donley came to stop right outside of spear distance from Max, and Prince Regal called out, “Men, none of you interfere unless the rabbit here tries to escape. Let’s see him struggle against a mere servant of my family.”

The surrounding spearmen politely chuckled, and those who had been angling their spearheads toward Max brought them up, pointing at the sky. Max didn’t even entertain the idea of escaping. There was no way he was going to get past that many spearmen while this wounded. The only reason he was still functioning at his current level was from experience and sheer stubbornness. He wasn’t even a one-star mana body yet, and he didn’t have any contracted spirits. Against this group, it was hopeless. Prince Balance’s earlier attack had been an eye-opener for Max. Regal was a dumbass, but his brother was no slouch. Max had to assume that some of the other surrounding men were competent as well.

He held his dagger point downward, letting his arms stay loose in his combat stance. The mana in his body, although incomplete, was still doing its job. His wound was not gushing blood like it would have been if he were completely untrained, but an ocean of pain and weakness was on one side of a flimsy wall right now, barely kept at bay. If not for his mental fortitude, the entire idea of fighting at all would have been out of the question.

Max wanted to hurt these people. He wanted it so bad he could taste it. If he had been even a little bit less aware, just a bit slower, he would have likely ended up exactly how Lance had.

Suddenly, the servant, Donley, stabbed. Max’s body was not up to the task of keeping up with the man’s attack. Not even close. However, Max still had good eyes, and he could immediately tell that the first strike was a feint. He barely moved, just tapped the blade with his dagger. The second strike was illusory. A supernatural feint. Then a real strike came behind the second one. Even though Max could see it, his body was slow, even slower than it had been before he’d been wounded.

Even if he hadn’t been wounded, it would have been difficult to avoid.

Max darted forward, barely jerking his head to the side quick enough to keep his eye. He darted forward, wounded stomach feeling like he’d eaten an entire barrel of broken glass, and he barely rotated his torso quick enough to avoid another hole in his guts. He bumped the spear shaft with all of his strength using his forearm, creating an opening. He lunged forward. Or at least he tried to.

At the last second before committing to the attack, he knew it wouldn’t work. So instead, he acted like he tripped and fell into a roll. As he rolled, the spear tip gouged his leg, cutting a seven-inch laceration deep into his muscle. Max hissed in pain and whirled up onto his good leg to achieve the best ready stance that he could manage. His mind was whirling, moving as quickly as he could force it to, trying to make up for his slow, weak body.

If he’d committed to his lunging attack, he might have wounded Donnelly, but it wouldn’t have been a serious wound. The counter-attack would have likely left Max incapable of wounding any of his enemies again. And after that, the other man would have been warier.

Max decided he was going to play this as a long game. He needed the manservant to let down his guard or else he had no chance of getting in a serious blow. He tuned out all of the other spearmen surrounding him, which was terrifying but necessary. He needed every ounce of focus he could gather to defend himself and enact his plan. If Prince Regal or any of his cronies decided to stab Max in the back, they would have no resistance doing so at this point.

The next thirty seconds felt like an hour as Max barely fended off most of the strikes that came his way. He allowed a few of them to cut him or barely stab him, and the number of injuries on his body multiplied. Before long, all of his clothing was soaked in blood. He knew that the scene was likely satisfying for Prince Regal, but that was a useless thought, and he tuned it out just like he had awareness of the other spearmen. In Max’s world, the only thing that existed was Donley and his spear.

Max’s dagger flicked out as he contorted his body, ignoring his agony, avoiding strikes and making a show of trying to close enough to wound the other man. Putting on this act and doing so convincingly took all of Max’s skill. He bitterly wished that he had even a single-star mana body again, but he had to use what he had. Finally, when he judged the time was right, he let one of Donley’s strikes find its mark right to the side of his belly button and above his hip.

This second strike to his stomach was almost too much to bear.

Max hissed and clamped a hand on the wound, which was his first major mistake. As he turned, off balance, Donley’s spear withdrew and darted forward and cut the back of Max’s leg, severing his hamstring. Max landed heavily and cried out in pain, but that was the only sound he made. After that, he got onto his hands and knees as best he could, dagger still in hand, and glared at Donley and the princes. The older prince shook his head and muttered, “Is this really a first-year Summoner?”

Regal snickered and said, “Doesn’t matter, though, does it? You know, I heard that the Summoner Academy was prepping this shitter to participate in the Quartet competition. I bet this fool might second-guess coming now.”

Max spit in their direction.

“Tsk.” Prince Regal took a few steps forward and pointed at Max with his spear. “Every single time you come to the central area, I will know, or one of my men will know. We will track you down, and we will find you, and we’ll do this all over again. In fact, next time, maybe we’ll bring some special tools to make it even more fun.” The prince laughed and barked, “Donley!”

The servant’s blank face still didn’t change as he turned and said, “Yes, Master.”

This is it, thought Max. All of his enemies thought he was beaten now.

Max had lost more blood than he wanted to think about. He had to look terrible and had put on a convincing act of being beaten. The moment Donley’s guard was dropped, Max’s hand snapped forward and launched his dagger with two hundred years of trained accuracy. The blade bit home, slamming into the back of Donley’s neck, and the servant began to gurgle as he fell to his knees.

Blood rushed into Max’s ears, turning everything he heard into a drumbeat of violence. He tuned everything else out, scrabbling forward on his wounded limbs, feeling his ravaged guts squelch in his body as he climbed onto Donley’s back, yanking the dagger out and slamming it home into the other man’s ribs, neck, and then the side of his head.

He distantly felt other spear blades slam home into his back but ignored him. He floated on adrenaline and spite. Max grabbed for Donley’s spear as it fell, barely snagging it before he felt cold steel slam into his own neck. And then another strike destroyed his heart. Max died, killed on the fancy cobblestones in front of the posh, out-of-the-way restaurant, but he died with a bloody smile on his lips.


TWENTY-NINE


It felt like he’d had a bad dream.

Max woke up, staring at the sky. But in less than a second, he remembered what had happened and was instantly mad as hell. He sat up, looking down at himself, and sure enough, his body was whole. He didn’t know if he was in exactly the same field he had appeared in when he first came to the Quartet, but it sure looked the same.

Lying next to him on the ground was his dagger and a spear. Max’s body didn’t feel stiff or odd at all; he was not in any pain. All of the injuries he’d sustained before dying had vanished. Max put the dagger on his belt and used the spear like a walking stick as he started leaving the field.

Staying on the ground and feeling sorry for himself wouldn’t accomplish anything. He’d also made a promise to himself to listen to his instincts again before he’d gotten killed. His instincts were telling him to move his ass.

He wasn’t sure what the normal post-death protocol was, since this was the first time he’d died, but nobody was there to greet him or check on the respawn area that he could see. Once he was past the gate, Max wasn’t quite sure where the Summoner Academy actually was since he’d taken a transportation portal last time. Would it have killed them to post some signs? Then he saw a stub of a post in the distance and realized there probably had been signs at one point. They were gone now. He turned around, trying to find some landmarks he might recognize, and eventually thought he might have figured it out.

Then Max started an easy jog toward what he hoped was the right direction. As he ran, he thought, he stewed, he planned. One thing was for damn sure: he needed to get a one-star mana body. He needed to reach that minimum level as quickly as possible. The Summoner stuff was new, and he didn’t understand all of it yet, but he definitely knew how to be a Blade Sorcerer.

Suddenly, a window popped up in his vision. It read:

You have revived. Please try to be more careful. If you are being murdered or harassed, do not hesitate to tell the proper authorities.

Max eyed the window before dismissing it and wondered if any of the asshole Mystic Spearmen had actually been punished. He doubted it.

Another window popped up:

You have been awarded mana units for slaying your attacker. Please obtain a currency pouch for the amount to be deposited.

Cool. He felt a flash of satisfaction. At least at the last moment he’d killed that servant, whatever-his-name-was.

Max was starting to get a better understanding of the Quartet. What he originally thought was a fair and wholesome place, where future warriors could learn martial skills, was much more complex. In reality, this Quartet was turning out to reflect the rest of the universe. Depressing.

At first, he was just disappointed about this, but then his anger began to grow. Like the many conversations he had before with Lance had underlined, there were massive stakes looming behind this entire system.

This was not just some corrupt business in some country on some random world. If the Quartet didn’t work the way it was supposed to, who knew how many more people would unnecessarily die? The fact that people with power could be this petty or incompetent when entire worlds were at stake was absolutely unacceptable.

What’s more, Max had a feeling that as bad as his Quartet was, there might even be worse Quartets out there. In all the time that he’d been attacked by the Mystic Spear students, he noticed a conspicuous lack of any professors or other authorities. He hadn’t wanted to believe Regal, but nobody had intervened. Max only had the system.

After thinking of the system, he wondered about Lance. Since his friend had technically committed suicide, he would be reviving later than Max had. That reminded him to check his tablet, which was miraculously somehow still on his wrist. His badge was still sitting on his chest.

Max’s tablet said that he had been gone for almost a week. It was currently Thursday. He gritted his teeth and growled. Almost a week of class. He’d missed almost a week of class, and he believed Regal when the psychotic bastard had said that he would hunt Max in the central area. Old habits and ways of thinking were starting to reawaken in Max’s heart and mind. He’d just spent over twenty years living in a relatively peaceful world and almost forgotten what things could be like when assholes like Regal, people with backing, could be this openly awful. Back on Earth, at least in civilized countries, people had to be much more sneaky to fuck each other over.

Meanwhile, Max was beginning to suspect that if somebody with power had a grudge against another student, they might be able to just keep murdering that student and keep them from actually taking classes or learning how to be an effective Challenger. Which meant that when seven years were up for Summoners, that person would go back to their world and probably immediately get eaten by a monster. At the very least, they wouldn’t be a fraction as effective of a fighter for their world as they could have been.

Max ground his teeth thinking about how Lance had been screaming and crying on the ground. Prince Regal hadn’t just gotten revenge on Max; he’d also messed with Max’s friends. People who did things like that were truly the worst kind of scum.

Before Max had been killed in the Quartet, he’d been happy about going back to school. He could admit that now. High school and college for him on Earth had been a madhouse of studying as he graduated early, and back on Albion, he hadn’t really gotten much formal schooling. Deep down, even though he knew about the stakes, there had been part of him that had been enjoying just…being a student again. But now everything had changed.

Everything.

The steel point of Max’s spear glittered in the sunlight. A spear was not Max’s preferred weapon, but he could use it if he had to. More importantly, he could probably sell it. And now that Max was taking his situation seriously in a different way, he figured it was time to get himself a sword.

He realized that he’d guessed correctly and was heading in the right direction. After a couple of hours of jogging, he could see the forest in the distance where he had been refining mana before. As he reached a wood line, he suddenly heard running feet.

Trusting his instincts, he ducked down in the bushes and hid. A few minutes later, he saw a group of men in armor run past, all carrying spears. None of them spoke, but they had grim faces. They seemed to be heading toward the field that Max had just appeared in. You have got to be kidding me, he thought.

Before this, it had never even occurred to Max that Challengers from different Paths could go on the academy grounds of other Path schools. The other thing he realized was that this feud with Regal was not over, not even close. They were absolutely coming to kill him at the field where he’d just respawned. He had no proof, but he was sure of it all the same.

As he’d been jogging before, he had noticed a tower that sat empty, and now he knew what it must have been for in the past: guards. Guard towers to ensure that when the dead came back to life, they’d be unmolested. The tower had looked ancient and was obviously not being manned anymore. “What the heck is going on with this place?” Max wondered.

He briefly considered not even going back to the academy but decided that was not really an option. He didn’t have anywhere else to go. Not yet. And after thinking about it some more, he’d never seen students from other Paths on the Summoner Academy grounds themselves. He had to assume that the campus itself would be too risky for these spear-carrying assholes to trespass on.

But then he wondered how this group of spearmen had come so close to catching him in the first place. Maybe there’s a timer? There was still too much that Max didn’t know.

He got up quietly and moved back toward the academy, sticking to the woods and staying out of sight. His mind kept moving as his feet did, and he began to prioritize goals. He needed power. He needed information, too, but he needed power more. Before Max got to campus, he hid his spear, not wanting to draw too much attention to himself the moment he got back. Carrying a spear as a Summoner would be a really easy way to give himself away to any Mystic Spear people trying to track him or who were asking questions about his whereabouts.

Max was on pins and needles as he climbed the stairs to his dorm, only nodding at the floor officer that sat at the bottom desks. It was a stranger today, not Chango. When he got to his floor, he slowly opened the door to his shared living area and breathed a sigh of relief when nobody was there. Apparently, the spearmen weren’t quite free-acting enough to find out which room he stayed in and camp it.

Max ran the water in his sink, cupping handfuls of it and dunking his face. He’d worked up a light coat of sweat while jogging. As he cleaned himself, he thought again about the sensation of the spear blades running him through. He’d been more or less helpless.

“Fuck!” he screamed in anger, pounding the countertop of the kitchenette in sheer frustration. His muscles bunched up and his whole body tensed as he wordlessly growled.

But then suddenly, he heard a voice behind him that almost made him jump out of his skin. It said, “What the hell is your problem? Stop making such a commotion, you crazy person.”

Max whirled in surprise, his hand going to his dagger, and then stared in amazement at a pale, translucent young woman in a Summoner robe. The specter’s badge declared her a seventh-year.

His mouth moved, but no sound came out as he processed what he was seeing. Then he blanked and took his hand off of his dagger. He hadn’t been this surprised in a long, long time, but even through his shock, he’d remembered what he’d learned in class about Summoners. Summoners sometimes naturally saw spirits. But he’d thought that most spirits were more abstract. This girl looked like a stereotypical ghost, and not the scary kind. She looked like…a ghost character from a PG-rated movie on Earth.

She was not fully translucent; Max could make out some color on the ghost. She had her hair up in two pigtails and had purple highlights. She had on dark makeup, black lipstick, and wore a choker necklace. Her robe was loose, not as form-fitting like many of the current female Summoner students. It was cut short, though. The effect was more like she was wearing a dress than a robe. Both ears had a row of earrings.

“Wait, you can see me?!”

Max couldn’t help himself; he laughed for a second, then said, “If I can’t see you and I just whirled around and started staring at nothing, then I guess I really would be a crazy person, huh?”

The ghost girl lifted an eyebrow and said, “Well, isn’t this interesting? I didn’t think you were anything special at first, but here we are talking.” Her voice trailed off, and Max, despite the weirdness of the situation, just rolled with it.

He said, “Are you the one that was making all the noises in the room next to mine?”

The girl shrugged and said, “Maybe. Some spirits like unoccupied areas to rest in. I do, too, but I was also looking for something recently. Maybe there, maybe elsewhere.”

“Looking for what?” Max asked.

“That’s none of your business,” she said. She turned as if she was going to leave but then hesitated and said, “I really am curious why we’re having this conversation. This shouldn’t be happening. I’ve hidden my presence, so in order for you to see me, especially only being a first-year and not knowing what you’re doing, not even with your third eye actively open, we must have some sort of crazy similarity or goals. There has to be commonality. A connection.”

“Okay,” said Max, “do you want to talk about it? It’s not every day I turn around in my room after venting some frustration and find out that I have an audience.”

“Not your room, a common area.” The ghost girl tapped her lips a few times and said, “But a chat? It’s been a while. Most interesting, most interesting. This might actually not be a bad idea, unless you have a pressing date or something.”

Max shook his head. “Nothing like that. I was just murdered and came back to life a few hours ago.”

The ghost narrowed her eyes. “I see. Then perhaps it really might be interesting to talk.” She pointed at the door behind her and said, “That isn’t actually my room, so I can’t invite you in there, or rather, I won’t. But I can go in your room if you invite me in.”

Max scrunched up his face. “If I invite you in, does that mean you can go in whenever you want?”

“Yes—” she started to say. Max tried to cut her off, but she talked right over him. “But if you were more than just a baby Summoner, you could keep me blocked out very, very easily whenever you wanted to.”

Max blinked. Among all the stuff he’d experienced in the last week to be upset about, this wasn’t even at the top of the list. “Whatever. It’s been a hell of a day already, and I’ve only been alive for half of it. Fuck it. Why don’t you come into my room, and we can chat?”

“Okay, good,” said the ghost girl. She smiled and said, “My name is Lavinia.”

“I’m Max,” he replied.

Lavinia turned and went right through the door to Max’s room before sticking her head out again with a somewhat embarrassed look. “Sorry about that. I haven’t spoken to anybody in at least…decades? So I feel a little bit rusty with this whole communication thing. I know this is probably pretty…weird for you. Like…more than you’re used to.” She made a face, then she disappeared back through the door.

“You might be surprised,” Max muttered. He sighed, opened the door, and followed the ghost into his room.


THIRTY


Max reflected that even with all the strange social situations he’d been in over two lifetimes, this was still definitely one of the most notable. He was currently sitting on his bed, facing the ghost girl, Lavinia, as she sat in his chair.

He had not moved his desk chair to where it currently rested on the floor facing him. Instead, Lavinia had frowned for a solid fifteen seconds, gestured, and the chair had moved itself.

Max eyed Lavinia and said, “So I know that of all the spirit types out there, you’ve got to be a spectral spirit. I think.” His voice trailed off, and then he said, “What exactly are you anyway? I thought that ghosts couldn’t be talked to like this. Like ghost-ghosts were either mindless or basically just recordings. But you were a Summoner, right?”

“Well, that’s a rude question,” said Lavinia.

“I’m sorry. I guess.” He met the apparition’s eyes. “But it’s also a good one.”

“Well, I suppose it is.” Lavinia gave him a lopsided smile. “Okay, fine. There’s no real easy way to explain this without telling you my life story, I guess. So here goes.

“I was once a student at this Summoner Academy approximately three hundred years ago. Actually a bit more than that, I think. Maybe? I’ve stopped keeping very good track of time. When I first came here, my world had already stabilized after the inter-dimensional attack by monsters through portals.

“Every Besieged World, which is the official name for them, gets the opportunities at different intervals for more Chosen to receive a new Path and get training at a Quartet. Sometimes it’s fifty years; sometimes it’s a hundred years. It depends on the world. I am not an expert. But on my world, it was every fifty years. So I grew up in my home world with portals being a constant threat. I was very excited to receive a Path. My Calling came after I’d killed a monster half by chance. And when I first came to Summoner Academy on this Quartet, I was thrilled.”

She paused. “However, like many other students, my motivation fell sharply after I heard how weak Summoners were over and over and over…and over again. Constantly. But unlike them, I couldn’t just accept it. They got depressed, and I got angry. Because at the end of the day, the powers that Summoners have, whether we’re movers or screamers or solids, it seemed like abilities that theoretically should actually be crushing on a battlefield if somebody could use them properly.

“It never made sense to me why, with our basic abilities, Summoners were so weak. For instance, Necromancers are considered one of the most powerful and feared Paths in the entire universe. And from my perspective, what Summoners could do was better than Necromancers’ power set. After all, Necromancers need dead bodies as raw materials, they need to enslave souls, or they need to capture Revenants. Meanwhile, us Summoners could basically just make friends with spirits and show up to a battlefield with an army in tow that we can manifest out of nowhere. Depending on our spirits we have contracts with, it might not even cost us focus or stamina. Using our abilities can be free!”

Lavinia crossed her arms and said, “It was frustrating that whenever I brought the subject up, other students would say I should just accept it. ‘It is how it is.’ Nobody even questioned it! Well, I’ve never been the type of girl who can just accept nonsense like that.

“So I started researching. I researched for years. I got into places I probably shouldn’t have and found books I probably shouldn’t have read. But you know what I found out?” Max mutely shook his head, and Lavinia continued, “Summoners were not always weak. In fact, a long time ago, we were considered one of the strongest Paths. The bottleneck for us has always been contracting with spirits. In the past, it was far easier. But when I tried to show anybody my research, when I tried to show some people what I’d found, all of my materials disappeared.” She gritted her teeth and snarled at the memory.

“See, that was one of my mistakes at the time. I thought that all of the Summoner professors would be on my side. It would make sense that a professor at the academy would be interested in the history of our Path, right? Especially if we have so much more potential.

“What I didn’t understand at the time was that some professors really enjoy staying in the Quartet and effectively being immortal all while staying safe and enjoying creature comforts. And those creature comforts come at a price, you see. And that price for some is servitude within the status quo.”

She snarled in disgust and said, “One of the greatest disappointments in my life was finding out that even in the Quartets, these holy training places with ancient academies, money still motivates people to fuck over their fellows.

“So I had two choices at that point. I could try to meekly toe the line, get done with my education, and go back to my world. If I did that, I would be treated somewhat decently just for passing Summoner Academy, for graduating from an academy in one of the Quartets. If I did that, I could maybe learn to be a Whip Sorceress on my world. That was one option. Or,” she said, and tapped her finger in midair, “I could try to rediscover more of the past and keep meddling in things that I probably shouldn’t have. You can probably guess which Path I took.”

Max nodded and said, “So what did you do?”

“Well, I began doing secret research. I pretended to give up, but I started searching for how to reclaim some of the power that Summoners wielded in the past.” She grimaced. “It didn’t work out well. See, instead of actually getting to accomplish anything, I began getting murdered over and over and over again. And in the Quartet, if you die or are murdered before you can get any more growth, it takes longer to come back to life, to regenerate.”

“Wow.” Max knew about the penalty for dying too many times, which he understood to probably exist to discourage students from taking dying too lightly. But it also meant the weak could be more easily bullied. Like what Regal had tried to do to him, forcing him to commit suicide if he’d won their first duel. Thinking of Regal gave Max a flash of intense anger, and he shoved it to the side for the time being. He focused on Lavinia’s story.

She nodded. “‘Wow’ indeed. There was a silent and brutal campaign waged against me. I tried to appeal to authority in the Summoner Academy and even in the greater Quartet. It didn’t help. The helpful, honest professors, the ones who cared…whenever they tried to help or even seemed to take me seriously, only a day or two later, they would seem terrified. Somebody else got to them. Eventually, I was all alone. Students even knew to stay away from me.”

Lavinia took a deep breath that she couldn’t possibly actually need and said, “The last straw for me was when I created a machine to try reaching higher-level spirits than anybody else at the time. I was getting so close to completing the device when one day, after being called away on business that I could not refuse, I came back to my entire workshop destroyed. Everything was ruined, stolen, gone.” She shook her head.

“What’s more, I had been gone from class so much over six years, and all my allies had been scared into silence or inaction, so I had no real hope of even graduating. I was looking at the very real possibility that in less than a year, I was going to be forced out of the Quartet, back to my real body without the status of a Quartet academy graduate back home and with unfinished business here. On top of that, I stewed about it and realized that there wasn’t really much waiting for me on my world. I didn’t really have anybody in particular waiting for me. My family had fallen to misfortune. So…it was just me. Even the few people in this Quartet from my world stayed far away from me. I was socially poisoned. And more importantly, I’ve always had a stubborn streak that just wouldn’t go away. I couldn’t stand the fact that these bastards were going to win! The fact I didn’t know who they were made it worse!”

“Did you ever figure out who it was that was conspiring to kill you over and over?” asked Max.

“More or less,” said Lavinia, “but only afterward. Just pay attention. I’ll get to that.”

“Fair enough.”

She made an unnecessary cough. “So, over the next few months, before my seven years were up in the Summoner Academy, I figured out something kind of groundbreaking. Something new. Not very humble to put it this way, but I think it’s appropriate.” She seemed expectant, but Max didn’t say anything. With a flash of disappointment, the ghost asked, “Do you know what happens if you are here for seven years and don’t graduate?”

“Sort of. Not really. I just know we go home.”

“At the end of our seven years, our soul and everything that we are other than most of the physical is basically cut loose from this place and then delivered back to our original bodies. Our original bodies are more or less held in limbo before during this time. So I theorized that if I could block my soul from leaving the Quartet, I could disengage myself from the Quartet’s system and wouldn’t be forced to go back to my home world. I believed that I would effectively end up staying here for another seven years. If it worked, I could be like the professors—staying here and never aging.”

She gestured at herself and said, “As you can see, it sort of worked and sort of didn’t. My spell preparations and execution succeeded in keeping me in the Quartet. But instead of getting a new body, I became a spirit. I’m more than a ghost. But I also have my soul. My existence is pretty strange, one of a kind. But to be honest, that isn’t as uncommon as you’d think with spirits. Anyway, I’m still here, but…much less so. I’m definitely not in a state to make any meaningful change in the physical world anymore.”

“You just moved that chair,” said Max.

“Yeah, and that took full concentration and most of my power to do. Although I’ll admit it’s convenient sometimes that this is a Summoner Academy. If people here see something move by itself once in a while, or hear weird noises, most won’t care. I’m not the only spirit floating around this place after all, not hardly.

“But I made myself this way in the first place because of unfinished business. As a spirit, in order to do more, I need to either be a mortal myself or be contracted to one. There are some perks, though. I don’t need to sleep for one, although rest can be nice. Most spirits like rest. Anyway, since I am a ghost now or not-ghost, whatever barriers that stopped me when I was living don’t faze me anymore. I have been floating around, filling in the gaps I had in my knowledge when I was alive. But after that was done, I wasn’t sure what to do next. I’ve been bored out my mind for decades, centuries, with one more thing to do. Just searching for— Never mind. Anyway, in all this time, I have learned a lot.”

She leaned her head back and looked at the ceiling. “Don’t get me wrong. This has definitely been an interesting existence. But sometimes I have to admit I wish I’d just gone back to Albion.”

“Albion?” asked Max, surprised.

“I’m from Albion.”

“I’ve heard of Albion before.”

“Really?” asked Lavinia, an eyebrow raised. “Did you meet another Summoner student from there or something?”

“Not really,” said Max, thinking fast. “More like I’ve read about it, I guess. Or I know about it. But I’m curious about something, then. If you are from Albion⁠—”

“Wait a second,” said Lavinia. “It might not be the same Albion. After all, there are thousands or even millions of worlds out there. I’m talking about the world with…” She scrunched up her face. “Uh, the Emberwyle Continent.”

Now that’s a name I have not heard in a long time, thought Max. Images of a rocky and inhospitable place that several stubborn civilizations still called “home” ran through his mind. “I think that’s the one,” he said. He took a gamble. “I’m talking about the Albion where Chasa de Milo, the Hero, made a name for himself some time ago.”

“The Hero,” said Lavinia. She gave a half smile. “Haven’t heard that name in a long time. I guess you are thinking of the same world. Chasa de Melio, the legendary Hero of Albion. He died two hundred years ago. Oh, wait. Five hundred years ago, I guess. That’s right. I’ve been floating around for three hundred years. I think? So yes, he died about five hundred years ago, even though time between the Quartet and the real world can be a little iffy.”

“Really?” asked Max. “The Hero of Albion has been dead for five hundred years?”

“Yes, around that, I think.” She paused. “Don’t hold me to it. Why?”

Max just shook his head and said, “I didn’t… I guess I didn’t know that part.”

So I reincarnated almost five hundred years after being murdered. On a different world. And apparently, Albion has, if it still exists, possibly has been enduring these…monster portals and has been a “Besieged World” for over three hundred years now. Wow.

Lavinia didn’t know it, but now Max had a better idea of why he’d been able to see and interact with Lavinia without even opening his third eye. There were a lot of spirits in Summoner Academy, but as he understood it, the odds of just running into one like this, much less such a unique one, was low. It was even less likely to be able to communicate so easily. But on top of whatever other metaphysical resonances they might share, Lavinia was originally from the same world as Max.

If he hadn’t already been sitting, he would have needed to take a seat.


THIRTY-ONE


As he’d already figured, meeting Lavinia—a spirit with a soul of a Summoner originally from Albion—had an element of inevitably since the two of them had to be resonating strongly on multiple levels to talk like this. They were both in Summoner Academy grounds. Bumping into each other was only a matter of time. The most unlikely part about this chat was that it had happened so quickly and was taking place in his room. He felt grateful for that fact, though.

More than the presence of a ghost girl in his room, Max was thrown by the revelations about Albion. The fact it’d been so long since he’d been killed on Albion was upsetting. After another half second, he decided he probably shouldn’t be sad. After all, recovering all of his memories from his past life was a miracle in the first place. There were no rules that he knew of. How it had happened was beyond his understanding, much less when. All the time passing wasn’t a huge impact, either. In fact, by the time he was murdered, there weren’t many people left on Albion he truly cared about anyway. His enemies had made sure of that.

But when Max had been a child on Earth, he’d held on to some old grudges, imagining going back to Albion one day and righting wrongs against him. But now that he knew he’d been murdered five hundred years ago and Albion was also beset by monster portals, everything changed. If he ever returned now, maybe it wouldn’t be for vengeance. Maybe Albion might need a hero again.

Old responsibilities died hard.

He asked, “I am from Earth, not Albion. Is there any way to travel between worlds? Like in my real body?”

Lavinia pursed her lips and said, “It’s extremely rare that Challengers ever move between worlds, but…it does happen occasionally. I think. Usually it’s some sort of mix-up, but I’ve heard rumors that there are some Challengers who can truly move around at will. Apparently some Paths help with this. Those types of Challengers are sometimes employed as mercenaries by entire worlds if they are powerful enough.” She eyed him sideways. “But, Mr. Just Got Murdered a Few Days Ago, I don’t think you’re ready to be worried about stuff like that yet.”

“Fair enough,” said Max. He shook his head. “A lot has happened very recently…from my perspective. I’m still kind of trying to get a grip on everything.”

The ghost girl crossed her legs where she was sitting in the chair and said, “Why don’t you tell me what happened, then?”

It was Max’s turn to eye her sideways, and he said, “Are you actually sitting down on that chair?”

Lavinia looked down at her legs. “Sort of. I can feel where physical things are, and if I want to, I can choose to interact with them. At least at my level I can focus for a while and use up a lot of energy to do so in small ways. But actually influencing anything physical in a meaningful way is very difficult.” She arched an eyebrow. “So are you going to tell me what’s going on or not?”

“All right, fine,” said Max. Then he launched into the entire story, basically what happened right before he met the angelic messenger that gave him a Summoner seed, all the way up to his conversation with Lavinia. In the retelling, he started getting furious all over again about the Mystic Spear Academy students trying to hunt him down.

Max finished his story, saying, “And nobody is going to do anything about these assholes. I can just feel it. And I’m thinking how I shouldn’t just sit around and take it, but the idea of racking up too many demerits still bothers me.”

Lavinia crossed her arms and tapped her incorporeal foot against the floor a few times, making absolutely no sound. She said, “This is probably part of why you were able to see me naturally and we were able to talk like this. Because I absolutely think you should do something. And if you have the talent to kill some of the Lifers in the Mystic Spear Academy, then you might even actually be able to get away with it.”

“What do you mean?”

Lavinia held up a finger. “As I’m hoping you’re aware by now, your body here, even though it’s physical and real, doesn’t actually require food. So getting blocked from the cafeteria is not going to kill you.” She held up a second finger. “Paying to take classes, believe it or not, is actually not that expensive. And you don’t need a full courseload of classes in order to graduate from the Summoner Academy.” Then she held up a third finger. “Lastly, making money in the Quartet is difficult but not impossible. And if you really had to, you could get a job in the central area. If you are an employee in the central area, it would be a lot harder for the Mystic Spear bullies to kill you because if they murder you while you are actually working as an employee, a lot worse things can happen than just demerits.”

“Why is that?” asked Max.

Lavinia put her hand down and crossed her arms again. “Simple: because the rules are different for shopkeepers. The Quartet protects them. Those are real people, at least most of them. So if they get killed, they stay dead.”

“Really?” Max was stunned. The physical status of the workers in the central area had never really occurred to him.

Lavinia sighed and said, “You are just hearing secret after secret today, huh?”

“Sort of. I’m definitely listening.”

“Okay, fine, I’ll tell you this, too. Do you know one of the greatest social issues that all of the academies have on every Quartet?” Max mutely shook his head. Lavinia said, “Romance.” She gave Max a sad smile at his obvious confusion.

“Students fall in love or I suppose just have a good time. Students pair up in academies, or between academies. Sometimes students who are here for any amount of time… Who knows how long? It’s not always seven years for every school. Well, they might even start a family. They might have children. Because believe it or not, even though your body right now is a very complex fake and you can’t age, you can still have children.”

“What?!”

“Yup,” said Lavinia. “Pretty messed up, huh? So imagine that there are two Summoners from different Path academies and they have a child. And then it’s time for them to go back to their worlds to fight the good fight and they are split up and they never see each other again. What do you think happens with the child? The child is here physically. He or she can’t go with them.”

Max’s jaw dropped as the implications hit him. “So all those children…”

Lavinia nodded. “They become orphans. And think about it: Summoner Academy is one of the smallest schools in the entire Quartet system. And we still have what? A thousand, two thousand students here? Maybe three? But think about the rest of the schools. Other Quartets are larger than this one, too. I know that for a fact. So schools ten times this size, twenty times, who knows how many times larger other academies in other Quartets could be? It’s a lot of people. It’s a large universe. So every central area has plenty of bodies to run stores with, or work in the mall, or make food. And those children of Challengers have their own children, too. Although the fertility rate seems low for them.

“But the really sad thing is that most of those people have no hope of ever escaping the Quartet because in order to do so, you need to be able to basically get through a dungeon. That would at least put them onto another world away from their home Quartet. But unless any of those people, the orphans or children of orphans, have talent in weapons or magic or a Path, can become a de facto Challenger themselves, going into a dungeon would be suicide.

“Meanwhile, after they become adults in each Quartet, they’re not given a free ride anymore. Even if they have talent, they need to develop it on their own time. They have to do the bare minimum in order to scrape by, pay the bills… And unlike you, they have a real body so they can starve to death.

“Now, I don’t think that most of the authorities in any Quartet are heartless enough to truly let them starve to death. But…we don’t know that for sure. There are a lot of Quartets, all run by different people. And on top of that, there is a lot of middle ground between living a great life and starving to death. And large chunk of that pie chart equals a miserable life.”

Max sat back where he was sitting, mind blown. “That’s kind of fucked up,” he said. “No, that’s really fucked up.”

“Yep,” said Lavinia. “And that’s why it’s something that the academy professors usually don’t discuss until the second or third year. The idea behind that is that it takes nine months for a baby to gestate—in humans, anyway. Non-humans usually have longer gestation periods. And it usually takes a few months for people to develop relationships. Takes time to shake off the shock from being here in the first place.

“But the Quartet authorities and most of the professors are bleeding cowards. Telling students about the consequences of having children in the Quartet should be one of the first things they cover.”

“So where does everyone in the central area live, then?” asked Max. “I only saw a bunch of shops there. I didn’t really see large residential areas.”

“Good question.” Lavinia nodded and said, “That’s true. And that’s one of the actual genius elements of each Quartet, with how they were designed. Each Quartet has several residential portals that are keyed to whoever owns a home. It takes them to their own subspace. So the Quartet itself is basically a pocket dimension, and there are who knows how many homes located in subspaces off of them. Like a pocket dimension tree. But everyone who owns a home in the central area doesn’t actually own it. They actually rent it. So everyone has to pay mana units in order to keep their housing in the central area with the exception of a really shitty boarding house for truly broke people. But they still have to work it off. There’s no free ride in this universe anywhere.” Lavinia chuckled darkly. “I think the people working in shops get a huge discount on housing, though, so they have a big incentive to get a job and a big financial break if they do.”

“Okay, what if a Quartet student has a family with one of the locals?”

“Then the kids won’t be orphans but the family will still be separated. Some locals also adopt student children. The concept of family in the Quartet is a lot different than most cultures on actual worlds probably are.”

Max ran his hands over his face. He change the subject. “Okay, Lavinia, let me ask you this. I don’t want to sit on my ass and basically spend the next few years being hunted. And more importantly, these spear assholes went after my friend Lance. They might even go after him and try to kill him right when he respawns just like they did to me. Lance is not a fighter, and he didn’t ask for this shit.

“At this point, I have nothing. I like the idea of payback, but I’m still worried because I literally have no money right now. Maybe I should for killing that one guy, but the system won’t give it to me yet.”

“Wait, you don’t even have a money pouch?” asked Lavinia.

“Nope,” said Max.

The ghost girl’s eyes shined, and she said, “That’s actually great.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well,” she said, “you know that one of the rules in the Quartet is that duels take place with stakes. But if you murder somebody, you can’t take any of their possessions, right?”

Max nodded. “If that rule didn’t exist, I bet it would just be anarchy.”

“Yes, more than it already is,” said Lavinia. “But to be fair, I can’t really fault the people that made these Quartets with that. After all, the whole reason this place exists is to turn regular people into super soldiers that can fight monsters without flinching.”

“True,” said Max.

“Anyway,” said Lavinia. “If you are attacked, the system recognizes you as being attacked, and if you fight back and kill the attacker in self-defense, that means that you are eligible to loot your attacker before they disappear. That means everything on their person plus a portion of their mana units that they have on them, whatever the system decides you’re eligible for. Based on my understanding, it’s about two thousand units or, if they have more than that, maybe up to twenty percent of what they have on top of that. The number changes every few years. It seems to vary.”

“I think it might be different now, maybe higher,” said Max. “But why does it matter that I don’t have a bag?”

Lavinia smirked, an expression that Max was already coming to recognize. “If you don’t even have a pouch, that means nobody is able to take money from you. But the moment you earn money or win units through the system⁠—”

Max held a hand up and said, “Actually, I think I already did.”

“Wait, really?”

“Yeah. Remember I told you that I killed that one guy right before I was killed? I got a message about it.”

“Oh, that’s right,” she said. “Did the system say how much you have waiting for you?”

“No.”

“Okay, well, this further proves my point. If you don’t have a money bag, it means that if you are killed in self-defense, you technically have no mana units. So you don’t have anything that anybody can take other than your weapon. It basically just gives you an extra bit of security.”

“Okay,” said Max slowly. “I’d still lose my weapon, though…” His voice trailed off. He felt like now he understood where Lavinia was going with this. He could mitigate any losses he incurred if he became the aggressor. Not exactly rock-solid protection but better than nothing.

Max shook his head and said, “But I still feel like I don’t understand this place well enough. I mean, if I go out for revenge and I get tons of demerits, get kicked out of classes, but I’m still broke and can’t get money for the rest of the time I’m here, that could be a serious problem. I do want to learn to be a Summoner, after all. I’d rather not work at a coffee shop in the central area for the next seven years just to avoid feeling hungry all day. It hasn’t escaped my notice that the easiest way for students in the Quartet to make money is by being good students.”

Lavinia said, “Max, I already told you, you can pay for almost anything. That includes classes. How do you think all of these Lifer Lordlings are able to come here and do whatever they want and never have to face any justice for it? The rules here actually make a lot of sense if everybody was coming here on the same footing—with nothing. However, because of Farm Worlds, we have Lifers.”

“It’s another name for Besieged Worlds. It doesn’t apply to all of them. Farm Worlds are like Albion now. It’s where the world hasn’t been destroyed and even has functioning civilization. Instead of stopping the monster invasion for whatever reason, monsters and portals to dungeons are farmed for profit.”

“What?”

“Indeed,” said Lavinia. “Every attacked world basically has four possible outcomes. One, they can get destroyed. Two, the defenders succeed in pushing back the monsters, winning and closing off all the portals so they’re safe. Three, the world takes a long time to get rid of the monsters, long enough for a new round of Challengers to be chosen and appear. Or four, they have the ability but are unwilling to actually completely stop the invasions. It turns into a stalemate where Challengers become adventurers that kill monsters for power and profit.”

Max slowly nodded his head because even though it seemed weird to him at first, this actually wasn’t too different from how his life had been in Albion for a while, although he’d been killing monsters in the wild instead of going through portals to find them. “All right,” said Max, “but I’m still worried about classes. You said I can pay for things, but what if I don’t have any money? I know there is money waiting for me, but I don’t know how much yet.”

Lavinia gave him a strange look and said, “That’s very reasonable. Even though I can tell you have secrets and I can actually feel mana in you.”

At first, Max was surprised by this, but then he remembered that Lavinia was from Albion. Even as a ghost, she must be able to sense mana in Max’s body. Maybe she’d also had some degree of mana control or sensitivity before she died. “Well, yeah, if I was just a regular person, there’s no way I would have been able to kill those Mystic Spear students,” said Max.

“At least you admit it,” muttered Lavinia. “Look, the classes thing is not a problem because it’s not like you need to take a certain number of classes in order to go home. All you need to do is convince the professors that you’re ready. You don’t need a full load of classes for that. At the very worst, you can just run out the clock seven years and automatically be sent back.”

She hesitated, then said, “All of this might actually be a non-issue. Not a problem for you at all.”

“Why?” asked Max. Lavinia squared her shoulders and said, “Because if we make a contract, I will agree to teach you to be a Summoner.”

Max blinked.

He wasn’t entirely surprised that the subject of a contract had come up but still hadn’t truly been expecting Lavinia to introduce the topic herself. If anything, he’d been prepared to suggest it to her when the time felt right. In his mind, based on what he’d learned in class so far, contracts were like…formal agreements made in an almost solemn or highly structured way. He definitely hadn’t expected a spirit to casually bring it up.

Although Lavinia was definitely a unique spirit, even by her own admission.

Max said, “Okay, since you’re the one who brought it up, what would our contract terms be?”

He must have shown hints of hesitation, because Lavinia held out her hands and said, “Don’t get the wrong idea there, stud. Even if I was alive, I am not attracted to you in any way. Trust me on this. I know. I even saw you in the shower a few days ago when I was checking on the room next door, looking for something.”

Max blinked and said, “What? You saw me in the shower?”

“Someone was taking a shower, and I was curious who was here now.”

“I thought you said you’re not even actually a ghost. But you’re totally just a creepy stalker ghost.”

Lavinia frowned. “Take it back.”

“I don’t think I will,” said Max, folding his arms. “This is, what, the first conversation you’ve had in decades or something? And then I find out that you were peeping on me in the bathroom?”

Lavinia scrunched up her nose and said, “Okay, that was maybe kind of shitty of me, but I was just curious who the new person was that moved in next door. Believe it or not, this side of the dorms used to be for women. The room next to yours belonged to my friend.”

“Really? Why is nobody still in there, then?”

Lavinia wagged a finger and said, “I’m not gonna tell you everything all at once, and that’s actually kind of not my secret to share, so I need to make sure of some things first. Other spirits go in there, too. It’s not just me. And this subject is dumb. I’m a spirit, Max. My ovaries were gone a long time ago. Those interests are gone. And even if I got titillated by dumb boys taking showers, you’re not my type. I wouldn’t be interested, if I was interested, which I’m not.”

Max rolled his eyes. He thought about how this conversation was actually between two old souls still existing beyond their own time and shook his head. Part of him was still skeptical of everything Lavinia had just said, regardless of her poker face. He still decided to drop the shower-peeping subject. But he made a note to learn how to keep spirits out of his immediate area. Soon. “Okay, I’m not even gonna pretend to understand all of that. Moving right along… So what’s going on with this contract?”

The spirit abruptly stood and began to pace back and forth in Max’s room. She said, “Okay, I definitely understand how this goes since I used to be a Summoner, too, but you’ve never had a contract before, right?” Max shook his head. “Okay,” said Lavinia, “then just listen until I’m done. Here goes.

“So if we have a contract, I will fight for you and help you, and basically be available to hear your call at any time until you die. That’s pretty standard. But I’m also not going be your slave. I’m not going to do anything that goes deeply against my convictions, and I think that’s more than fair since I’m not a normal spirit and I still have my soul.”

Max nodded at that. Even though he wasn’t exactly super experienced with all this spirit stuff, that sounded fair to him. He had to ask a question, though. “But that still sounds lopsided, to be honest. The fact you’re subordinate in the first place feels weird.”

The ghost gave him a big, genuine smile. “I knew you were a nice boy. Don’t worry about it. Being unattached for all this time has been dreadfully boring, and I am tired of being effectively powerless. My time as a Summoner has convinced me to trust this obvious connection we have.”

“It’s that simple?” asked Max.

“That simple.” She nodded and continued, “If you hold up your side of the bargain and we can do some significant damage to the Mystic Spear Academy students, but especially to the school itself, that will make me happy. I might tell you some more secrets that I know. It’s kind of open-ended, I know, but just roll with it. My main ask of you is to raise the reputation of Summoners in this Quartet and wherever else you go. Before you leave this Quartet, if you manage to place in the inter-academy competition while you’re a student, I will give you something else as a reward.”

“What will you give me?” asked Max.

“It’s a secret. Hush, keep listening.”

Max frowned.

Lavinia said, “From you, as soon as we make a contract, you need to let me scan your memories so I can understand your world, your past, and your personality better. Because, I’ll be honest, I’m a little curious. I’ve been dead for a while, and I’ve never seen another world other than Albion.”

“Wait, you can read minds?!”
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“No. I can’t read minds. But if we make a contract, I can sort of scan you one time. It would only be possible during the post-contract melding process, and in that one instant, I can understand you better. The opportunity comes with a high price, when you think about it. I have to pay with my freedom, well, I’ll need to follow the terms of our contract. Probably a good thing for Summoners that most spirits aren’t super smart.” She smiled without humor. “Just trust me that you’re getting the most out of this and I have my own reasons for wanting to do it.”

Max had already used his magical senses to scan Lavinia when he’d first seen her. She was exactly what she said she was as far as he could tell. But he was still inexperienced with spirits and was self-aware enough not to pretend otherwise.

He said, “Okay, so let me get this straight. You’re suggesting that you work for me but basically also get veto power if I tell you to do something that you’re super against, and in return, you get to look in my head one time?”

Lavinia scoffed and said, “It sounds so bad when you put it like that. Okay, look. I don’t think I explained myself very well. It’s not just me.” She paused, seeming to search for the words. “Okay, I get it. If I’m…if I’m…if I make a contract with you as a spirit by myself, where I can barely move a stool once in a while, that’s a little underwhelming, sure. However,” she smiled slyly and said, “I was a Summoner. In fact, I still am a Summoner. Because I technically died but technically didn’t, and I still have my soul, my contracts that I made when I was living still exist. And I had five sergeant-level spirits. That means I still have five sergeant-level spirits. If you make a contract with me, I am effectively a captain-level spirit. This would mean your very first spirit as a brand new Summoner would be captain-level.”

Max sat forward on the bed and steepled his fingers. “That sounds very impressive. But what can all of your summons do?”

“Did you not hear me?” she said. “I am a captain-level spirit. Asking too many details about my summons is pushing it, don’t you think? Considering I’m just asking for a mind scan, you’re basically kind of already doing what I wished I could do when I was alive. So this is like a once-in-a-lifetime deal. What kind of horse trader are you? I’ve heard of taking a gift ring to the jeweler, but this is kind of like looking at a free spirit—” Her voice trailed off, and she said, “I can’t think of a good analogy, and I don’t like where this is going, but…if I were you, I’d take the deal.”

Max really wasn’t sure what a normal contract would look like between Summoners and spirits. In fact, that’s what his next Summoner class was supposed to be about before he’d been killed. So he had nothing to compare the deal that Lavinia was suggesting against other than a few things he’d read in his textbook. However, what he’d heard didn’t sound too bad except for one thing: Lavinia wanted to read his mind to apparently know all of his past and understand Earth. But Max had lived two lives, so he wanted to make sure that the ghost didn’t get to know everything.

For now, he wasn’t keen on letting anyone know about his first life.

He said, “Let me get this straight. You want to read my mind and know all my past experiences all at once. First of all, is that even possible? Second of all, are you going to start all the way from my birth on Earth? My childhood memories, too?”

“Of course it’s possible. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have asked for it.” Lavinia sat down in the desk chair again facing Max. “Second, yes, all the way from childhood on Earth.”

Max put his chin in his hand and said, “Let me think about it for a few seconds here.”

“All right, fine. Think away,” said Lavinia. Then she made a big show of putting her hands together, fingers laced, and twiddling her thumbs while she looked at the ceiling.

Max pondered the issue for a few minutes, his mind whirling, turning over the problem. It sounded like she’d been feeling him out for one lifetime only, but he had no real guarantee other than her word. Spirits were supposed to tell the truth, though. At least in general. Eventually, he said, “I have one more condition.”

“Okay, what?”

“If we form this contract, I want to have a secrecy agreement that you won’t tell any other person or any other spirit my business without asking me first. This includes anything you know about my past. If we’re working together, you can keep my secrets. Fine. And,” he held up a finger as Lavinia was beginning to open her mouth, “of course this goes both ways as well. I would extend you the same courtesy.”

This time it was Lavinia’s turn to ponder, but it wasn’t long before she said, “Okay, agreed.”

“So how does this work now?” asked Max. “Do I have to bleed or something?”

“Ew, no,” said Lavinia. “Some perverts do stuff like that, but it’s really not necessary. This is really about communication and consent more than anything else. Just reach out with your Summoner seed. As long as we hold the contract in our mind and we both agree, the rest should be easy.”

Max had no idea what she was talking about, but he looked inside himself and found the quiet center of power that was completely new to him. This was what he understood now to be his Summoner’s seed. He fumbled a bit, but eventually he figured out how to reach out with his supernatural senses, almost like a handshake or a hug. And after a moment, his spiritual sense met another entity. He was shocked to feel what had to be Lavinia felt like…a giant ball of light radiating sadness, frustration, and almost rabid curiosity.

Their agreement in mind, Max could feel Lavinia doing the same. Their terms matched. The read on his past would start at his birth and childhood on Earth. Both parties consented.

“Whoa,” said Max. As soon as the connection was established, he almost fell on his back, but he caught himself on his hands before hitting his head on the wall. Meanwhile, the irises of Lavinia’s eyes had disappeared, and she sat completely still in her chair. Her mostly see-through form grew even fainter for a solid fifteen seconds. Then she suddenly appeared how she had before, and her eyes reappeared. She looked at Max in shock.

“Okay, that was very sneaky, Contractor.”

“What do you mean?” asked Max, voice innocent.

“The fact you limited me to your birth on Earth. I scanned your memories now, but you had memories before that! I couldn’t read them at all, and I couldn’t read your memories before that, which I could sense were much larger, by the way. But through you, I could actually feel you remember…remembering. I only caught bits and pieces of it. But now I know that you were a warrior on Albion in your past life. Sneaky, sneaky! No wonder you know how to use mana!” she crowed. She stood up again in her chair and began walking in circles around it. “Fascinating. Absolutely worth the contract. This is actually fantastic. It means you’re more likely to be able to actually do something to those spear-carrying bastards.”

She suddenly stopped, turned, and put her hands on her hips. “Yes, I think this was a very good decision for both of us.”

It was irrational, but Max was trying not to feel violated that someone else had read his mind and knew his past on Earth. If he had actually been a twenty-one-year-old, the feeling would likely have lingered. But wisdom was not the only thing that came with age. It also gave Max a certain…lack of self-consciousness. After recentering himself, he decided he could handle that the ghost likely knew everything about him on Earth, even his most embarrassing moments.

“You get something out of the memories, don’t you?”

“Yes. I’m much more now…just…more. Better.”

“All right, so anything else change now that you know my memories?”

Lavinia grinned. “Lots. For one thing, now I know what memes are, and holy crap, was I missing out.” Max noticed that now the ghost girl was speaking slightly differently than she had before.

“Okay, other than slang and dank memes, what’s changed?”

She rolled a shoulder and said, “Well, now you need to learn the basics of being a Summoner. And I think you’re ready.”
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Max had some pep in his step. He was still furious about what the Mystic Spear brothers had done, but now he had an opportunity to learn something new again.

He left his dorm and immediately headed for the edge of campus. Lavinia disappeared once he started moving, but he could sense that she was just a call away. Furthermore, now that he had a contract, he felt that his third eye had grown much stronger. He had no idea how he actually knew this, but he was sure of it. It was almost like a physical sensation that was hard to describe.

Max left campus and headed for the small forest that he usually trained in. Once he had found a good spot and made sure that nobody else was around, especially the roaming Mystic Spear Academy students, he called Lavinia. The ghost appeared out of nowhere, and now, instead of the Summoner robes that she’d been wearing before, she had on a fashionable jumper, heels, and a little hat. It was clothing from Earth. Max raised his eyebrows and said, “What’s with the outfit?”

“I’m a humanoid spirit with a personality. That means I can wear whatever I want. And processing your memories has been very interesting so far.”

“What do you mean? I thought you already had my memories,” said Max.

“Oh, I do. But even as fast as I can review everything, it’s still over twenty years of memories, and I can recall some things better than you can. So focusing on anything, getting details, will take a very, very large amount of time. All I’ve done so far is really just skim everything.”

“So my life is basically a movie to you now when you’re bored?”

“Exactly, Kimosabe,” said Lavinia. Then she randomly started doing the Macarena dance and said, “How in the hell was this ever popular on Earth?”

“I don’t know, either,” said Max. “And I honestly kind of don’t care. Especially right now.”

“Party pooper,” said the ghost.

“Okay, whatever. I’ve been called worse.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” said Lavinia. “So this is your training spot? Actually, I know it’s your training spot. Yeah, this is where you’ve been building your mana body since you’ve been in the Quartet.”

“That’s right,” said Max. “I also figure it’s a good place for you to tell me about your summons and how you can help me with this whole revenge against the Mystic Spear Lifers thing.”

“Makes sense. All right, so here’s the deal. My contracted spirits are all solids.”

“Huh?” asked Max. “Oh wait, that’s right. The three types of basic Summoners are movers, screamers, and solids? So you were a solid Summoner?”

“That’s correct,” said Lavinia. “And usually, solids are some of the most powerful and versatile Summoners. After all, movers are basically just a more precise form of levitation, and screamers just have spirits that make noise or mess with people’s heads. Solids are spirits that can create a corporeal form of ectoplasm or some other mystic substance but usually ectoplasm.”

“Are you sure we’re not talking about ghosts?” said Max.

Lavinia rolled her eyes. “There is a very small but important difference that if you were more educated as a Summoner you would understand.”

“Then educate me,” said Max. “You keep acting like I’m ignorant, but I’ve been here less than a month, and I’ve been dead for like a week of that. You were for seven years before being dead for hundreds, so give me a break.”

“Fine, good point. All right, some solid spirits can also create bodies or structures out of elements or detritus. Some can even use more exotic substances like blood or dust.”

“Okay, that sounds cool,” said Max.

“It really is,” said Lavinia. “That’s why solid Summoners are usually known as battle Summoners. They’re the closest to the Conjurer Path. Conjurer Challengers can create monsters and constructs to fight for them. It drains their resources. But as Summoners, it doesn’t cost us anything to do so, other than making a contract first, of course, and our spirits can appear instantly. It doesn’t require a spell or circles or anything like that.”

“No way, there’s always a cost,” said Max.

“Summoners? We need to find and contract spirits in the first place. But when we fight, we don’t really need to expend anything other than willpower and a bit of stamina, maybe. But some Summoners have contracted weird spirits that like…offerings and things like that. It can really depend on the spirit and the Summoner. For the most part, my spirits have all been very easygoing. Very cool.”

“Okay, so I know you have… You’re a solid Summoner and you have solid spirits, but what do they actually do?” asked Max.

“Well, all of my sergeants are directors. They don’t actually… Well, let me rephrase it. They’re kind of the brains of the operation, and all of their soldier spirits subordinate to them are what create the solid matter.”

“Can you show me?” asked Max.

“Sure!” said Lavinia. She gestured, and out of thin air, a golem began to form. It was fairly basic and blocky but also looked very powerful. However, Max immediately noticed why Lavinia might have been a bit defensive before.

The golem was almost as wide as it was tall, but it only stood about five feet tall. “It’s not very tall, is it?”

“Size isn’t everything. It’s very dense.”

“Well, it does look strong,” admitted Max.

“It is strong.”

“Okay, what can it do? Is this how you used to fight with your spirits?”

“Yes, and just watch.” Suddenly the golem ran around the woods. It punched and left a massive dent in a tree. Max nodded. He got the impression it wasn’t even going all-out. But he still wasn’t super impressed.

“It’s slow,” he said. “And what was with that punch?”

“I told it to hold back,” said Lavinia. “You don’t want to be breaking all the trees in your training spot, do you?”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” said Max. “Its form was horrible.”

Lavinia crossed her arms and tossed her hair. She said, “Well, I wasn’t a fighter when I was alive, and my spirits are not martial spirits, so we did the best we could.”

Max facepalmed and said, “Your golem is very strong, but I’m not sure how this is actually going to help me fight the Mystic Spear Path students. They are very fast and actually know how to fight.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Lavinia and visibly deflated.

“Can they form other shapes?” asked Max, pointing at the golem.

Lavinia perked up and said, “They sure can, especially something simple that I can imagine and pass on to the sergeants.”

“Okay, can you show me an example?”

“What do you want to see?”

“How about a chair?” Almost immediately, the golem disappeared. Where it had been standing, nothing but a small mist rose before vanishing entirely. And just as suddenly, a pale, rounded chair appeared on the forest floor. Now Lavinia looked somewhat smug, like her confidence had returned.

“I was able to make that with just two clusters,” she said.

“Clusters?” asked Max.

“That’s what I think of each group led by one of the sergeants. I have five of them, remember?”

“Uh-huh,” said Max. He was getting a better idea of how much mass Lavinia’s spirits could create. He said, “What if I need to block off a hallway or something? Can they make a wall?”

“Of course,” said Lavinia. A second later, extending from one of the nearby trees was a solid, pale wall that looked like steel but was obviously still made of ectoplasm. It even had fake rivets. Max walked up and experimentally touched the wall. It was completely unyielding and felt like real solid matter. He scratched his head in thought and asked Lavinia, “How strong is this stuff?”

“Um, let me think of how to explain it to you.” She looked up, like she was thinking, probably accessing Max’s memories, and then said, “Probably stronger than anything you would have considered bulletproof on Earth. But the closer it is to you, the stronger it will be. If you try to use it to interfere with another, the strength will decrease.”

“Really?” said Max. “Also, do I need to actually speak out loud to you for you to know what I need?”

“Of course not.” Lavinia’s voice suddenly echoed in Max’s mind. You can use your Summoner seed to project thoughts directly to me in words like this, or— Suddenly her voice cut off, and Max got impressions from her. He understood the meaning clearly.

Okay, good, he sent back. I have an idea, but I want to think about it for a while. Then out loud, he said, “All right, here’s my plan, Lavinia. Now that I know I can’t die of starvation and I’ll just be hungry, that’s something I can live with for a while. Before I do anything else, I need to get a one-star mana body. The mana here is really low, but a one-star mana body shouldn’t be too difficult.”

The ghost rolled her eyes and said, “You speak about that so casually. There are people back on Albion where the mana is better who spent twenty years getting a one-star mana body.”

“Yeah, well, that’s them,” said Max, “and this is me.”

“Kinda arrogant, don’t you think?” said the ghost.

“Look who’s talking, Miss I’m Technically a Captain-Level Spirit.”

“Touché. So what, you’re just gonna sit here for as long as it takes to get a one-star mana body?”

“That’s about the gist of it,” said Max. “I don’t plan on leaving until I can defend myself, and right now, I’m way too weak. Actually, wait a second.” He suddenly sent a complicated bit of information and a set of instructions to Lavinia as a test.

She cocked her head and said, “Yeah, I think we can do that.” Then she vanished.

Max was looking for a good place to sit against a tree, to settle in for his mana refinement, when he caught movement out the corner of his eye. He turned, and sure enough, the spear he’d taken from Prince Regal’s manservant was floating in the air toward him. Lavinia had understood and relayed his mental request.

The weapon wasn’t floating by itself, and it wasn’t moving very fast. The spear had rings of ectoplasm around it. Underneath each ring was a set of spindly legs, also made of ectoplasm, that were walking. This system was holding the weapon aloft and carrying it forward.

It was an incredibly strange sight but was also clearly an effective way to fetch Max’s spear for him. He grinned as the spirits vanished and the spear unceremoniously fell to the ground.

“Thank you, Lavinia,” he said, “and thank you, Lavinia’s spirits.”

The ghostly former-Summoner appeared. “It really wasn’t necessary to thank my spirits, but that was nice of you anyway, and you’re welcome.”

“Of course. That was a very neat little experiment.”

“I agree,” said Lavinia. “Not because I didn’t think I could do it, but because now we know that you are able to communicate effectively with me.”

“True,” said Max. “All right, there’s one more thing that I would like for you to do. But actually… Let me ask, I think you don’t need to sleep, right?”

“Most spirits ‘rest.’ Some do sleep. We like unoccupied spaces for that. Spectral spirits like me prefer unoccupied spaces that were once lived in. I don’t truly need to sleep, but I do prefer to have periods of inactivity to think about things or go over things, or I guess in the future watch your memories like a movie.”

“Lovely,” said Max. He sighed and said, “Well, anyway, I’m going to refine mana now, and I’m going to be kind of ignoring the world while I’m doing that. I need to focus and get this done as quickly as possible. If I could get you and your spirits to stand guard and get my attention if anybody is coming, I would appreciate it.”

“Oh, sure, that’s easy,” said Lavinia. “Do what you need to do. I won’t disturb you unless it’s necessary.” Then she vanished.

Max nodded and settled in completely for a long-term mana refinement. It might have sounded like braggadocio to Lavinia, but he’d been honest that given enough time, getting to a one-star mana body should be fairly easy for him.

In fact, it didn’t even take him the majority of his concentration as long as he was in a meditative state. Once he was settled in and actively refining, he was able to let his mind wander and do a great deal of thinking. He began to plan going over the pros and cons of getting revenge in the first place. Even though he’d committed to it with his contract he’d made with Lavinia, now he needed to make sure this was really what he wanted to do. It was. He was not going to let the Mystic Spear Path students who’d harmed him get away with it. Not only that, he was tired of being led around by the nose in this strange place, especially after noticing a few things that just didn’t make sense to him, even before his conversations with Lavinia.

As he pondered how there were literal worlds dying and petty little despots like Regal were running the Quartets, suppressing other students, the rage that had begun to grow in his heart took root. It was there to stay now. Max was like a statue, staying in his seated position and refining mana until he finally reached a one-star mana body. Just like that, his strength surged.

In his first life, achieving a one-star mana body had been a profound feeling. Now it just felt familiar and pleasant.

While he was still nowhere near the power of his former life, even when he’d first become an adventurer in Albion, he was far more skilled and experienced now. He figured that this was still a good level of power to deal with most of the Mystic Spear Academy students that he’d dealt with so far.

Max stood and checked his tablet. Five days had passed. “Not too bad,” he muttered. Then he mentally called out, Lavinia! The ghost appeared, wearing a pair of shorts and a black graphic T-shirt. Her shirt read, “So Goth I’m Dead.” She cocked her head, staring at him for a couple seconds, then said, “Wow, you really did it. It wasn’t a bluff.”

“Are you ready?”

“I’m always ready. Well, more or less.”

“Good,” said Max. “We’ve got work to do.”
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Max spent an entire day in the forest, testing his new capabilities. He also worked out strategies and shortcut codes for them with Lavinia that he thought of while refining mana. It felt great to finally have a complete mana body again. Of course, the downside was that achieving a two-star mana body with the low amount of mana in this Quartet would take much, much longer.

He’d been doing a good job ignoring his hunger, but at the end of his training session that night, he prepared to sleep and told Lavinia, “First thing in the morning, I’m going to get cleaned up and get some breakfast. I should still be able to do that, right? Like they won’t stop me from getting breakfast because I haven’t been going to class?”

Lavinia scoffed. “Attendance doesn’t really matter. Why would it? The only reason why professors even take attendance is to encourage students to go to class, but some of them don’t care as much and they stop, like…halfway through each semester. Some professors are assholes, though, and they might report absences. If that happens, you might get demerits, but it’s usually not enough to keep you from being able to eat anymore. Someone would basically have to not go to class at all, not take any tests, and just screw around in order to get enough demerits in their first year to send them to the delinquent dorms.”

“All right, fair enough,” said Max. “I’m going to sleep now. Do you mind standing watch?”

“Got it,” said Lavinia. “Nobody’s come around in all this time, but it would be pretty stupid if we let our guards down right before heading back and you got stabbed in the neck.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Max. “See you tomorrow.”

Max had a flash of hesitation when he was alone with his thoughts. He thought about Lance, but his friend should still be safely dead. It took suicides longer to respawn. Hopefully Max’s business would be finished before Lance came back.

When he asked himself whether he would have done anything differently after coming back to life, and the answer was no, he was able to dispel the last of his uncertainty.

He slept like a baby that night, and if he had any dreams, he didn’t remember them. In the morning, he headed toward the academy and brought his spear with him but stashed it right outside of campus in some bushes. Then he went to his dorm to wash up. It was so early he didn’t really see anybody on the way, and that suited him just fine.

In the common area of his dorm, the room with the kitchenette, there were several notes that had been pushed under the door—all addressed to him. Max ignored them. Whether they were notes from the faculty or threats from Mystic Spear students, he didn’t care and didn’t want to waste the time to read them. Instead, he took a shower and allowed himself to feel the overwhelming excitement about eating breakfast that he’d been holding back. After he was clean, instead of robes, he put on the clothes that he’d won from Prince Regal. It felt like forever ago he’d acquired them.

He looked at himself critically in the mirror and decided that after actually washing up and wearing different clothes, he probably looked a lot different than he had before.

Max went to the cafeteria and got scanned with a wand as usual. All of his nervousness had been pointless because the woman with the stone wand barely even looked up and his name obviously hadn’t triggered any alarms.

Breakfast was glorious. Max practically made a puddle of maple syrup on his plate and turned everything sticky, gooey, and sweet. Since this could be the last meal he ate for a while, he wanted to make it a memorable one.

Lance not being alive again yet weighed on him. He wasn’t entirely sure if that was a positive or negative thing. His desire for his friend to be around to talk to was somewhat selfish, though. Part of him wanted to see his friend to explain what was going on. But most of him wanted to leave Lance completely out of what he was planning to do that day. This would ensure Lance would have plausible deniability, too.

A few other students that Max had seen in class were in the cafeteria, but he wasn’t sure if any of them actually recognized him while not wearing robes and after being gone for a while. The thought amused him. However, once he got up and his dagger was showing again, there were a few second glances his way. One of his classmates was frowning, probably trying to decide if Max was Max. At least one woman glanced up and quickly glanced back down, and Max figured she knew who he was and wanted no part of the beef growing between Max and Prince Regal’s bunch.

He headed out the door and went directly to the edge of campus where he had stashed the spear. Then he made the short hike down the windy road to the gates out of Summoner Academy grounds. He didn’t pass anybody on the way, but at the gate there were two robed faculty who abruptly stopped their conversation and stared at Max, their eyes flicking to his spear multiple times. This time both men scanned him with stone wands, seeming to double-check their information, and one of them opened his mouth like he was going to ask a question but shut it instead. They waved him through, and he nodded his thanks.

He mentally asked Lavinia a question. Lavinia, the way they were double-checking me like that, can anybody fake an academy badge? It almost seemed like they were worried I wasn’t a Summoner.

The spirit replied directly to his mind, saying, Not that I know of. They were probably just thrown because it’s not every day Summoners go walking out of school in their first year holding a big-ass spear. I’m assuming that these folks weren’t the ones on duty when you came back with Regal’s dagger.

No, they weren’t, said Max. Maybe it was something else. Do you think it’s possible that they were bribed? Maybe they’re going to tell somebody in the Mystic Spear Path school that I went to the central area?

No idea, said Lavinia. I guess we’ll find out.

“Yeah, that’s right,” said Max out loud. “I guess we’ll find out.”

He made his way to the part of the central area where blacksmith hammers rang and shops sold weapons. He chose a store that he’d seen before the last time he was here called Blade and Bow. Despite the rather snazzy name, it was actually one of the lower-quality stores that he’d seen.

The store was open. Lavinia had been right that most of the shops in the central area opened early. It was apparently because students who braved the dungeons could leave and come back at odd hours.

The person manning Blade and Bow was a very bored-looking twenty-something-year-old woman with pink streaks dyed in her hair. She’d been staring off into space when Max came in, and it seemed like his entry returned a little bit of life to her. He assumed she’d been there for a while and was tired. She said, “Welcome to Blade and Bow. How can I help you?”

Max held up the spear in his hands and said, “I would like to trade this for another weapon and hopefully a few mana units on top of that.”

“Okay, that’s easy enough,” said the young woman. She collected the spear from Max in a business-like manner and then fished a bronze-colored loop from behind the counter and began peering at the weapon through it. Her eyebrows scrunched up in concentration.

She nodded in appreciation and said, “This is really not bad. Maybe not top tier, but not low tier, either. Honestly, if it was any better, I would give you advice to go to one of the other shops because we don’t usually handle merchandise any higher quality than this. But I think I can take it. Can even give you a decent price, but it might not be as good as you were hoping.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, some people come in here thinking they’re going to get the same amount that a weapon might sell for in shops if they sell it to us, and that’s not how it works. We have to turn a profit.”

“Oh yeah, for sure,” said Max. “So how much is this thing worth?”

The shopkeeper pursed her lips and said, “Eh. I think I can give you like three hundred for it.”

Lavinia’s voice echoed in Max’s head. That means it’s probably worth about a thousand.

Max had no interest in the spear, needed money, and what he’d just been quoted was enough for his purposes. He said, “All right. But I’m planning to buy something here so you can hang on to that and I’ll browse. Is that okay?”

“That’s fine,” said the woman. “I’ll be here.”

Max chuckled politely and went to the area of the store that had swords. During his first life, he’d preferred larger swords, but he’d trained in all types and styles. For now, he didn’t want anything too big. The problem with large swords was that when in confined spaces, they could actually be a liability. Besides, he liked the idea of truly mastering a new style. So after briefly browsing the larger swords and looking at them a bit wistfully, he moved to the nimbler blades. For his purposes now, it was probably better to get a smaller sword anyway since he could get a higher-quality blade for the units he had to spend.

He found what he wanted in a barrel full of similar-size swords. It was maybe a tad bit longer than the average machete back on Earth, with a graceful, slightly swept-back, single-edged blade. The guard covered the top half of his hand.

These types of weapons had been carried by seafarers and sometimes bandits on Albion. They were a staple of southeastern martial arts on Earth and sometimes used as tools.

Max just thought of it as a short sword. The price on it read three hundred twenty units.

He did one more search of the other swords and then spent some time inspecting the one he’d picked out, making sure that it was put together well and knocking it with a mana-infused knuckle to make sure the blade’s temper was good.

Satisfied, he went to the front counter and said, “I would like this one for two hundred ninety-nine mana units, please.”

“Two hundred ninety-nine exactly, huh?” said the shopkeeper. She raised an eyebrow. “Are you eccentric or something?”

“You could say that,” said Max, and then he gave his most charming smile.

It didn’t seem to have the effect he was hoping for, because the shopkeeper grunted. But she still said, “I think we can probably make that deal.”

Yeah, I bet so, thought-spoke Lavinia, considering they’re making a ton of money off you at this point.

Max ignored his contracted spirit. Lavinia might be an expert on Summoner lore, but she didn’t know much about blades. And Max had made the request after looking at the prices of every other sword in the store, getting an idea of how much mana units were worth.

In this Quartet, he determined that his haggled price was a bit more than the sword was worth, but not by much. And the spear he’d just traded could be worth more money, but it also could sit around for a few months or years until somebody bought it, too.

Overall, he felt like he hadn’t gotten too terrible of a deal. Besides, the spear hadn’t cost him anything in the first place…other than a painful and frustrating death.

“Would you like your new sword wrapped or boxed up, sir?” asked the shopkeeper.

“Not really,” said Max. “Can I just take it?”

“Of course,” she said.

Max nodded and attached the sheathed sword to his belt next to a small, empty bag. His dagger rode on the other side of his hip. As he adjusted his belt, he casually asked the shopkeeper, “I bet you don’t get a whole lot of Summoner students in here, right?”

“Not really,” said the shopkeeper. “Usually, actually, only at the end of each semester when some of them have to go to the dungeons.” She laughed and said, “I’m glad I don’t have to do that shit.”

“Yeah, I bet,” said Max. “So I actually have a friend who’s in the Mystic Spear Academy, and I was hoping to meet up with him later today. Do you know where students from the Mystic Spear Academy hang out here in the central area? I’m pretty new here.” He pointed at his student badge. “Actually, if you know and wouldn’t mind telling me, it’d be helpful to know where a lot of the first- through third-years hang out, too. All the schools, but mostly Mystic Spear students.” He smiled. “My social life is on life support.”

“Oh, so you know some Mystic Spear Path students. That makes sense. I was wondering why you had the spear. Especially since you were only a first-year.” She tapped her lips thoughtfully and said, “I think I can give you a few pointers. I mean, I’m not an expert or a tour guide or anything like that, but I can kind of see where people usually are when I walk around.”

“Excellent,” said Max. “Anything you can tell me would help a ton.”

“Okay, sure thing.” She smiled. Max chatted with the bored shopkeeper for another five or ten minutes until he decided he was starting to push it. If he stayed in the central area much longer than this, he might run into enemies, and that would screw up his plans. So he had to cut the conversation short.

“It was nice meeting you, Amy. Maybe I’ll be back some time to get another blade.”

“Okay, sure thing, Max,” said the shopkeeper. When she’d given Max her name earlier, he had made the decision to actually try to remember it. Amy was nice and stood out from some of the uninterested and unhelpful shopkeepers he’d seen before. She seemed to take her job at least somewhat seriously, and she was trusted by the owner to make decisions on buying gear.

It didn’t hurt that she was easy on the eyes, but that was not Max’s focus at the moment.

“All right, I’ll see you later.” Max left the shop, glancing each direction and walking as fast as he could without attracting extra attention.

Lavinia’s voice suddenly echoed in his head as she said, Wow, I didn’t know you could be so flirty.

“Yeah, well, there are a lot of things you don’t know about me. I’m a man of many talents,” said Max.

Obviously, said the ghost, but you must have learned this stuff in your first life because you sure didn’t use it much on Earth.

“Didn’t have much time,” Max grumbled out loud. “Scholastic expectations, homework, and student loans suck ass.”

Lavinia’s mental voice was less teasing as she said, Yes. After reviewing that part of your memories, I completely agree with you. I’m glad I never had to deal with student loans in my life.

Well, this is fun to talk about, thought Max, switching to keeping the full conversation mental.

If it is not to your liking, you could always go back and flirt with the shop girl again.

What, are you jealous?! thought Max.

Hardly, said Lavinia. You are definitely not my type. I already said so. Besides, I’m dead. I just didn’t know you could be so…unprofessional.

Ah ha! Max mentally sent. I bet the reason we met in the first place was because you couldn’t resist my boyish good looks, especially after you fucking peeked on me in the shower! Pervert ghost.

Look, I thought we weren’t going to talk about that anymore, Casanova, said Lavinia. If you keep on this topic, it might impact our working relationship over the next twenty-four hours, and I don’t think you want that.

Fair enough, thought Max. And he chuckled out loud. Part of him was connected with Lavinia, so he caught the edges of what she was feeling—secondhand embarrassment. She must really not have gotten out much when she’d been alive. Probably a hardcore introvert. Now he could almost imagine a small ghostly foot, kicking him in the back of the leg.

He made it back to the gate to the Summoner Academy without any problems. But instead of passing through the gate, he loitered near the edge of a parking lot and waited for the guards to be distracted with their conversation again.

Max fixed the mana unit he’d gotten from Blade and Bow out of his pocket. He held the marble-like object between thumb and forefinger, and a second later, it was snatched from his grip by one of Lavinia’s spirits. Similar to how the spirits had carried his spear through the forest before, one of them had wrapped around the mana unit, while another made spindly legs, and they walked the money into the forest. The strange procession vanished out of sight without making a sound. The guards never noticed anything.

Out loud, Max muttered, “Lavinia, is there any range to how far you can control your spirits?”

“There is,” she said quietly in his ear, “but as long as we’re in the Quartet, I don’t think I’ll ever be out of range. The same is true for you and me.”

Okay, good to know, thought Max. And then he left, moving quickly, his heartbeat in his chest and a bit of adrenaline flowing in his body. Now he was heading toward the Mystic Spear Academy. He was going to do some trespassing.

If he got his way, he might even do some damage.


THIRTY-FOUR


Sneaking into the Mystic Spear Academy grounds ended up being much easier than Max had feared. The Mystic Spear grounds were intimidating. Unlike the front of the Summoner Academy grounds that were just one big forest with a road and a gate, the Mystic Spear Academy gate also had a fence that ran through the entire wooded area.

The fence was fifteen feet high and curved outward with razor points. Furthermore, on the other side of the fence were booby traps and all sorts of nasty surprises, some just barely visible. At first, Max had wondered how paranoid the Mystic Spear Academy staff were but then realized that these deterrents might be more to force current students to use the gate than out of any fear of trespassers.

Now that Max had a one-star mana body, if he really needed to get over the fence and traps by himself, he probably could have, but it was unnecessary to take the risk. Instead, Max climbed a tree, and Lavinia got to work for him. She ordered her spirits to create an ectoplasmic rope from the tree he was on to a tree on the other side of the fence—past the booby traps. Max didn’t even have to throw anything.

The spirits were still somewhat affected by gravity, it seemed, but not very much, especially when they weren’t carrying anything with real mass. Not only that, they could easily travel over the fence or even appear on the other side. So the result of the spirits’ effort was a thick, strong white rope from one tree to another in about ten seconds. When the rope was in place, Max easily made his way to the other side. The rope disappeared behind him the moment he began climbing down the other tree.

Out of curiosity, he asked Lavinia mentally, How many of your spirits did it take to make that rope?

Not even one full cluster of the five, she responded. Max nodded in appreciation, and he could feel Lavinia’s pride through their bond. He realized what a strange situation Lavinia was in as both a prior Summoner and a spirit at the same time. Maybe as they continued to work together, Max could figure out a way to use Lavinia’s unique nature to his advantage.

Moving stealthily through the woods was very easy, and at least this portion of the Mystic Spear Academy grounds was similar to the Summoner Academy. However, the forest itself ended much quicker, and Max quickly understood why. Holy crap, it’s huge, he thought. Through the trees, he could see the Mystic Spear Academy in the distance, and it was at least ten times larger than the Summoner Academy.

Where Max hunkered down in the woods watching, he could see some sort of shipping-and-receiving area directly ahead. He did a slow scan of the campus, trying to figure out where the dorms were. It turned out he could barely see some to one side across the road between the academy to the central area. He was on the wrong side.

Shit, thought Max. He was going to have to be exposed, at least for a moment, as he crossed that road.

Since it was still somewhat early in the day, he decided he needed to move quickly and take advantage of the time he had. Max ghosted through the forest, focusing on being stealthy rather than being quick. It didn’t matter how fast he was if he was discovered, and it would be ironic if he got himself caught by trying too hard not to get caught. He made it to the road and hunkered down in some bushes, making sure the coast was clear before darting across to cover on the other side. Once he was there, he crouched down and breathed heavily.

This is quite exciting, isn’t it? came Lavinia’s voice in his head. I’ve never seen the Mystic Spear Academy before.

Lavinia, I would appreciate it if you would keep quiet except for emergencies. At least until I get to where I’m going, Max said mentally. Don’t want to be startled into making a mistake.

Okay, I get it. Just excited. Do what you do best, Boss. Sneaky, sneaky, then break some shit.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Max muttered out loud, softly. Then he got moving again.

During Max’s life on Earth, he hadn’t had a lot of opportunity to go out in the woods, but he’d had plenty of practice back on Albion. His skills were still sharp. Without even needing to think about it, he moved his sheathed sword and dagger at times to make sure they did not snag on things or bump into any trees or bushes. He traveled through the forest, sometimes using his superhuman strength to leap to new purchases, avoiding areas that would rustle or snap.

Finally, he got near where he’d seen the dorms earlier and just stared for a while through the trees. Like the rest of the academy, the dorms were bigger and more numerous than Summoner Academy. Most of this school looked much fancier and in better repair. If the Summoner Academy was a bit gloomy and looked a bit like an English preparatory school, the Mystic Spear Academy looked more like an Ivy League college mixed with ancient Roman ruins.

Max laid down and got himself settled to observe, concealed, and began to watch from his hidden place. He was lucky that he’d made it to this position during breakfast time, since he was able to observe early activity around the dorms. He was able to learn how students came out of the dorms to go eat or head to class. This gave him a pretty good idea of how the dorms were broken down by class years. Max’s vision was far sharper than before now that he reached his first star mana body. He could barely make out some of the badges on the students’ chests.

He was hoping to see Prince Regal among the throng of students heading out to class for the day, but he was not that lucky. Even so, after the tide of students turned to a trickle, he was able to find a promising target, one of the dorms that seemed to only have male students. Max had no problem with killing a woman if necessary, but he really preferred not to. Besides, it would be much easier to stay undiscovered if he went places that men would go.

Max faded back into the forest and moved further to one side until he was as close as he could be to the dorm he’d targeted. Then he carefully examined the entire thing, looking for ways that he could gain entry. The dorms truly did have some difference from the dorms at the Summoner Academy. For one, instead of a central staircase, it looked like there was one all the way to one side, or maybe on both sides. Max couldn’t completely tell from where he was hidden.

Second, the dorms here were larger and taller. Max didn’t dare try just casually walking in as-is because the stairwells might have attendants just like at Summoner Academy. Of course, those attendants were usually only on duty after hours, and it could be the same here, but Max didn’t want to risk it. Instead, he looked for other ways he might be able to sneak into the building. And finally, sure enough, he was barely able to find a way.

It was further away than he would have liked, though. Also more exposed than ideal. It was on the side of the building that faced another one of the dorms. Max mentally pointed at the open window to Lavinia and mentally said, Can you scout out that room to make sure nobody’s inside?

“No problem,” came the Spirit’s voice in his ear.

Then Max slowly left his hiding spot and went deeper into the forest to find a young tree. He cut it down with his dagger and fashioned a crude spear out of it, making sure to shave all the bark off so it would appear less shoddy at a distance. That done, he went back to his hiding spot and waited for Lavinia to get back to him, which she did seconds later.

One thing he’d noticed right away about Mystic Spear students was how on campus, they all carried a real spear, or a sapling cut just like Max’s.

“It’s clear inside,” Lavinia said. “I can have the spirits form a rope from the window for you to climb up, but it’s going to be super visible while you do so. That’s a third-story window.”

Yeah, I know, said Max. This is how we’re going to do it… And he mentally sent Lavinia the plan.

Then, judging that most of the students had left the dorms, and this was likely the best moment he was going to get, Max walked out of the forest, keeping his speed and mannerisms casual. He used his spear as a walking staff like he’d seen many of the other students do while he’d been watching. A student came out of a different dorm facing the one he had targeted. A pretty girl. She was some distance away, but she saw him and smiled and gave a small wave.

Friendly Mystic Spear students. Is that even possible?

Max returned the smile and nodded, glancing up from his tablet that he’d been pretending to read as he used it to cover the student badge on his chest. Once the girl was gone, the coast was clear between the two dorms, and Max signaled Lavinia. In less than a second, an ectoplasm rope extended from the open window above. Max slapped his tablet back on his wrist and climbed up with the full speed and strength of his one-star mana body.

He was up in a flash, the rope disappearing behind him, but he still crouched down and held his breath for a full minute, waiting to hear any signs of commotion or curiosity from outside. Nothing. Only then did he relax enough to look around the room he found himself in. The room was bigger than his own at Summoner Academy, but also strangely plainer. If Max had to explain it, he would say that it looked more like a barracks room and less like a dorm. The bed had been made up, and whoever lived here was either a disciplined sort of person or got inspected regularly.

When he was sure they were alone, Lavinia appeared to his sight again. She sent him a quick, non-verbal message that only he could see her.

With a certain amount of glee in his heart, Max began ransacking the room. The search went quickly because he also had Lavinia and her spirits to help him. Based on what they found in the room, it seemed the man who stayed in here was a second-year student at the Spear Academy. He was also apparently a peeping tom.

In a hidden drawer, Lavinia’s summons had found a couple magic devices that Max highly suspected were contraband or at least something that the occupant of this room did not want to be caught with. One was a hearing device. Max tried it and it fit into one of his ears, allowing him to hear in a direction he chose with much higher clarity. The other one was a spyglass that functioned like a regular monocular but also had a button that when pressed could see through walls.

Max looked through the device at the other dorm and with a simple sweep saw a handful of students still inside, including one woman snapping on a bra as she got dressed. Max looked at the spyglass again and rolled his eyes. Lavinia appeared to Max’s vision and sneered at the device.

If the guy who stayed in here got caught with this thing, he’d have no chance of ever dating his entire stay in the Quartet, she said. Then she made another face and said, No, that’s probably not true. Some girls are stupid, and they’ll tolerate a dude being gross as long as he has connections or looks or something.

Max raised an eyebrow at the ghost and softly said, “Not that I disagree with you, but you probably weren’t exactly known as Miss Social before, expert on other people’s the lives or general habits. Like, you weren’t, uh, the life of the party when you were alive, were you?”

I didn’t go to parties, said Lavinia. Waste of time.

“Yeah, somehow I’m not surprised by that,” said Max with a grin. The ghost pretended she was throwing something at him and disappeared from his vision.

Then in his head, she said, This man was a creep, but it’s a good thing he was—and lazy, too. Otherwise he probably wouldn’t have left that window open.

Yeah, probably, Max thought back. Experimentally, he closed the window and tried using the spyglass through it. The window definitely interfered with the see-through function. With an amused snort, he looked at the last few items on the bed that he and the spirits had found.

The only thing he thought was worth taking with him was a small handbook on Mystic Spear Arts, a simple primer. It wasn’t much use to Max, but he remembered the bookstore in the central area and wondered if he might be able to sell it. It looked like this book had been checked out from the library by the occupant of the room, or maybe stolen. Max shrugged, put the small book in his back pocket, and then got ready to leave the room and explore the rest of the dorm.


THIRTY-FIVE


Max peeked out the door into the hallway of the unfamiliar dorms. He quickly realized that beyond just the size of the rooms, these buildings were built much differently, layout-wise, than the ones on the Summoner Academy grounds. Firstly, this room did not have a common area between two other rooms he was used to. Instead, the door opened directly into the hallway. Max was surprised at this because the buildings had looked like they were huge from the outside. But then he realized how the layouts further differed.

Instead of each pair of rooms having their own individual common room, this dorm had a central area that contained several large rooms all the way down the floor. This included a large kitchen in the center and more than one large restroom. Actually, it looked like there might be two sets of kitchens and two sets of restrooms on each floor. The kitchens were both adjacent to each other with a door between the two, theoretically so groups cooking large meals could do so more easily. The restrooms were on the ends.

Max actually preferred the relative privacy that the Summoner Academy dorms afforded, but he could definitely see the value in a setup like this for students that liked to cook or—he amended to himself—for those who had to pay to use the cafeteria. It was likely much cheaper to buy ingredients and then cook in the dorms versus eating in the cafeteria if one had to pay for it.

After all, there were different levels to the number of demerits a student could have. At one level, they could just take away one’s cafeteria privileges, not their stay in the standard dorms.

Max shook his head. Even the dorms of the Mystic Spear Academy reflected how little some of the students cared about demerits and how the school itself seemed to support them despite it. But then again, Max admitted, he could be overthinking this. Now that he’d seen the layout of the dorms, he went back into his stolen room and tried to formulate a plan. Lavinia seemed to be able to tell he was thinking and left him alone.

His original plan had been fairly simple and probably not the greatest. He’d had a half-formed idea to go from room to room kicking in doors and attacking students who didn’t expect it. With most students in classes or out eating, that plan would have maybe been sort of feasible.

In fact, with his new spyglass that could see through walls, this was actually a slightly better idea right now—but still not a good one. The noise that he’d make from kicking in doors and attacking people was going to attract attention even if there weren’t very many students left in the dorms right now. On top of that, it would leave a lot of evidence of what he was doing, so the actual time he would have to keep his element of surprise would be limited.

It took him a while, sitting on the unfamiliar bed, but eventually he came up with a plan. A nasty plan. He mentally counted how many rooms were in this dorm and was slightly surprised to realize that in addition to the Summoner Academy dorms being smaller, they also housed fewer students per square footage. The Mystic Spear Academy dorms had about one-and-a-half times as many students per floor as the Summoner Academy dorms.

Max left the dorm room and moved stealthily down the hallway. He tried each door to see if they were locked and got lucky finding one that was unlocked. Inside this new dorm, he did a search much like he had before, but this student was a fairly normal first-year student without any extra money or perverted proclivities. Max was still able to verify that the dorm belonged to someone who was both a first-year and male. This was enough. He’d verified that this dorm had low-year students in it.

After that, he closed the door and went into the nearest shared restroom for the floor. The fact there were doors on both sides of the restroom to accommodate two different hallways was a little bit of a problem. He would have greatly preferred that there were fewer accesses.

Max scoped the restroom out. Satisfied, he went into one of the stalls in the restroom, lowered the seat on the toilet, shut the door, and sat down. Okay, Lavinia, he thought to his contracted spirit. We need to have a chat.

The ghost girl appeared in his stall with him. Now she was wearing jean shorts and a black ruffled shirt with the Metallica logo on it. In the cramped quarters, he could very easily see the irritation and disgust on her face as she sent, I thought we agreed I wouldn’t have any interaction with you in a bathroom. Not only does this seem to be in violation of that, but I wouldn’t have made a contract with you if I knew you were a pervert.

Max rolled his eyes and responded, First, you were the pervert. Second, slow your roll, Little Miss Ectoplasm. Don’t be so dramatic. I have a plan. Don’t get me wrong, you might not like it, but I think it’ll work. However, despite his fears, as Max explained his idea to Lavinia and how she might be able to help, her expression changed from irritated to delighted.

It only took a few more moments to prepare. There wasn’t much to actually do.

Then Max didn’t have to wait too long for his first victim. He heard the door open as he stayed hidden in his stall. Then he peeked out. The newcomer was just standing near the entrance.

Max quietly left his hiding stall to approach the other man. As he got closer, he saw the dark-haired man was standing at one of the sinks looking forlornly into a mirror. Max didn’t know what the Mystic Spear student’s situation was and didn’t care. This wasn’t personal, at least not with this specific student. With practiced ease, he grabbed the man’s wrist, yanked it behind his back, and then got the other one, too.

Now! he thought-projected. Lavinia immediately sent commands to her subordinate spirits, and instantly ectoplasmic ropes appeared, binding the Mystic Spear student’s wrists behind his back. The man’s spear was leaning against the wall, but Max ignored it. He slapped the back of the man’s head, and his close contact allowed Lavinia’s spirits to manifest on the back of the student’s head, snaking around and creating a glowing gag before Max’s victim could scream. His victim was barely able to get out a squeak of surprise before ectoplasm filled his mouth. The gag wasn’t very strong, but his arms were restrained. Then Max kicked the Spear Path student’s legs out from under him.

Max dragged the helpless student to the very rear of the restroom. He sat the unfortunate, bug-eyed man on the closed toilet and grabbed him by the hair. In Max’s other hand, he showed the terrified student the tip of his dagger only an inch away from his eyes. He said, “This is not personal, and I’m sorry, but Prince Regal has incurred a blood debt. You just got caught in the crossfire. My name is Max, and I am a Summoner student.” He showed the restrained student his badge.

“Anyway, if you have any resentment after this, feel free to track me down and request a duel. Or not. Because if I die and you are involved, just remember, I found you this time, I can find you again.” Then Max quickly and deliberately drew the dagger across his victim’s throat. It didn’t take long for the other man to die.

Following Max’s directions from their planning from before, Lavinia’s spirits had created a shield of sorts over the Mystic Spear man’s neck after his throat was cut. What would have been an arterial spray of blood instead just ran down the front of his clothing and onto the floor.

Max stepped back out of the stall and closed the door. “Thank you, Lavinia. That would have been messier without your help.” The spirit didn’t appear to his vision, but he felt an acknowledgment through their bond. Max critically eyed his handiwork, examining his own clothing, and was pleased to find there wasn’t much blood on him at all. He cleaned his dagger with some toilet paper in another stall, flushed it, sheathed the blade, and was ready for another victim.

He had chosen the bathrooms as an ambush spot because all of the blood he created by murdering Mystic Spear Path students would run into the drains. His victims would come to him and nobody would know about it. He grabbed a bottle of air freshener and sprayed it all around. After that, if somebody just entered the restroom, they wouldn’t even smell the blood. There were plenty of stalls for Max to keep hiding the bodies in if they took a while to disappear. He glanced toward the sinks and nodded when he saw that the spear belonging to the man he’d just killed had already vanished. Hopefully the body would be gone soon, too.

Someone, somewhere, was likely getting messages from the system of these murders, but they were taking place on Mystic Spear Path grounds. Max assumed officials had been bribed or threatened into staying quiet about violence in this school a long time ago. It’d been a gamble, an assumption, but so far no professors or central area authorities showed up.

The last two stalls were where he was planning to kill his victims every time. And that’s exactly what he did. Max repeated his cold-blooded murders another six times. Each time he killed, he delivered the same message. He blamed Prince Regal, told the terrified student there was a blood debt, introduced himself, and murdered them. But after his second kill, he started also giving messages about the corruption in the Quartet and that it was unacceptable how Mystic Spear students had been hunting him on Summoner grounds.

He told his victims as they died that if things didn’t change, he would come back and find all of his victims and kill them right after they regenerated. Tit for tat.

Through the bond, he could feel the edges of Lavinia’s emotions. She was simultaneously pleased and horrified.

The ad hoc plan was going great until two people came in at once for the first time. Max hadn’t been watching how much time had passed and realized that the first set of classes might be getting out now.

Luckily, both men, one an older man and the other a middle-aged man, weren’t alerted by any sights or smells when they first came in. Without the air spray that Max has been using, by now the restroom would smell like a charnel house. The entire bathroom would be covered in blood by now if not for the drains.

When Max had realized there were two students, he quickly left his stall with his tablet over his badge. Neither Mystic Spear Path man was alerted that anything was wrong as Max drew near. The element of surprise was so total, he managed to quickly slap spirit-made restraints on the younger man. The older student was moving with a purpose toward the urinals and still didn’t know anything was happening at first.

But suddenly, something alerted the older man, maybe even the sound of Max’s first victim’s body falling. He turned fast enough to see Max coming for him and managed to slam his spear to one side, lighting-quick. Max’s open-handed slap to the face, meant to deliver his spirits in place to form a gag, was blocked. Without hesitation, Max changed his plan. It wasn’t worth capturing somebody if it would give up his ruse anyway. So with his other hand, Max drew his daggerm and with a lifetime of dirty in-fighting experience, he planted it in the older man’s heart.

The strike was a good one, and all the strength went out of his victim’s legs all at once. He never even got a shout out. But Max tsked as he saw the blood on the floor and on his own clothing now. This student had been a second-year. Max went back to the man he’d been able to restrain and frowned again.

As soon as he was close, the victim acted meek, but Max could tell he’d been trying to get out of his bonds and had actually made some headway. This was the weakness of Lavinia’s summons. They could make all sorts of shapes, but the further they were away from Max, the weaker they would get. For something like carrying a spear or a mana unit, it was no big deal. But for restraining another person, especially somebody with superhuman strength, well, they weren’t the best suited for it.

The man Max had just killed was already disappearing, so he ignored that process and dragged his captive to the rear stall. Once his prisoner was in the stall, he repeated his message of revenge and his warning before killing his new victim. He mechanically sprayed air freshener after that and did the best he could using paper towels to clean up the blood on the floor outside that stall and on himself, but his efforts were not entirely successful. Some of the grout in the bathroom was stained red now. The metallic scent was stronger in the air.

Max had not lived as long as he had in Albion by assuming his enemies were stupid. Chances were his time was running out.

He managed to mercilessly murder two more students before a group of three walked into the restroom at once. Max’s heart sank. Even with the element of surprise and his one-star mana body, all the students in this dorm were still warriors-in-training.

Based on what had happened before against just two students, dealing with these three the way he had been would already be a problem. However, one of them was even a third-year!

Max acted casually after leaving his stall. He’d changed his plan. This time he didn’t plan on even trying to restrain any of them. He’d just be going for the kills. His plan was to ambush the third-year from behind as quickly as he could and then deal with the other two.

However, before he was in the opportune place, one of the other men, a second-year, suddenly turned and spoke directly to Max, saying, “Where’s your spear? If any of the professors catch you without it, you’re screwed.” Then his eyes dropped and he said, “Is that blood? Are you okay?”

Oh shit, thought Max. Anything would be better than freezing, so Max reacted with action. Instead of his third-year target, he turned and planted his dagger in the back of the first-year. Then he drew his sword and attacked the third-year. The man was surprisingly fast to overcome his surprise and was quick, but not quick enough. Unfortunately for him, inside the restroom, his spear was unwieldy. Max cut his arm off at the elbow and before the third-year could react to the loss of a limb, his head flew off.

The second-year, the one who’d questioned Max, was the last to die. But not fast enough. The man managed to get out a shrill, terror-filled scream. Max cursed as he pulled his sword out of the body and muttered, “How could I forget about the damn spear?”

Now there was blood all over everything, including Max himself. Since students were starting to use the bathroom more often now, he knew there was no chance he was going to be able to clean up even half of the blood sprayed all over everything, including the mirrors, much less off of himself. Attacking people the moment they entered would just be a great way to let a fight spill into a hallway, where Max could be trapped.

It was already lucky that nobody had heard the commotion in the bathroom yet. Or at least nobody had come to investigate yet.

I guess the gig is up, he thought.

Lavinia popped into existence just long enough to look around in satisfaction at all the blood on the floor before nodding and saying, Stage two it is.

Max sighed, gathered his fake spear, and left the bathroom for the second part of his plan.


THIRTY-SIX


As Max left the restroom-turned-slaughterhouse, he briefly thought about using the kitchen to set a fire or blow something up. However, he decided against it for the same reason he hadn’t seriously considered it before. Demerits were one thing, and he was resigned to stacking up demerits like crazy. But there was a big difference between killing someone who was going to respawn in a week, a month, or even a few months later versus destroying property.

Max was not naive and knew that there were different levels of punishments. There’d have to be. His goal right now did not include getting actually kicked out of the Quartet or worse. Also, he found the fact that all these buildings were still standing hundreds or thousands of years later to be a bit ominous. It was very possible the Quartet had some sort of defenses for itself that was common knowledge, and Max just hadn’t heard of it yet. Either way, he decided it was too risky to actually damage any part of the Mystic Spear Academy itself…at least intentionally. That just meant messing with its students instead.

He went to the room he’d entered the dorm through. Once again, Lavinia made him a rope. This time he wasn’t quick and stealthy using it, though. Before climbing out the window, he started screaming his head off. A few students were outside, and the moment they noticed him, Max started yelling louder, “There’s a murderer in the dorms! There’s a murderer! She’s from the Replicator Academy! There’s a murderer from the Replicator Academy! People murdered in the bathroom!”

Then he slid down the rope and ran as fast as he could into the forest. Behind him, the people who’d heard his outbursts showed confusion, and more students were walking up to ask them what was going on. Perfect, thought Max. He already saw two students jogging into the dorms from outside to investigate. He was sure it wouldn’t be difficult for someone to note what floor the window he’d come out of was on.

Once he was in the forest, Max checked that nobody was chasing him. He was clear, so he looped around to another set of dorms, burst out of the woods, and started screaming about a murderer at the second-year men’s dorms again. He had to look horrible, covered in blood and sweat. The students who saw him for the first time were stunned immobile. There were more people here this time, and a few of them actually began to approach him, so he ran back into the woods.

The entire time he was yelling, he kept one arm around his body like he was hugging himself for comfort, but also conveniently covering his student badge. He actually turned around and ran back into the woods before he’d planned to when he noticed that his student badge was starting to make its way around his sleeve to still be on his chest. Shit! he thought. Covering your badge with your own body isn’t possible!

Then Max made his way to the densest cluster of dorms where there were even more students congregating between classes and screamed that there was danger in some of the other dorms. He kept yelling, “Fire! Fire! There’s fire in the other dorms!” He shook his crude wood spear like he was in a complete panic. Even in the Quartet, people were people. The panic spread.

Within minutes, there were students running around campus repeating some of the same things that Max had been saying. Murderers, fire, terrorists, monsters, there were multiple stories. Max blended in to the crowds of scared and confused students, taking the opportunity to hug some of them like he was panicked and seeking comfort. This conveniently rubbed them in some of the same blood that Max was covered in. Now there were several students with blood on them.

Max repeated this several more times, working as many people as he could into a frenzy until he could actually hear yells all across campus. However, when he tried to repeat his act one last time, he noticed a steely-eyed professor in the distance walking toward all of the mayhem. There were crowds of students now, hundreds or maybe even thousands, all talking at once, trying to find out what was going on. Max could only imagine that by this time, someone had found all the blood in the dorm where he’d been slaughtering students and had spread this information around, too. He hoped so.

He’d intentionally concocted this scenario. Short of actually setting fire to buildings, it was a way to get lots of attention on his trespass into the Mystic Spear Academy. And eventually, everything else he’d said to his victims would come out to. Now there was information, misinformation, and rampant speculation. It was an absolute breeding ground for chaos.

But the moment Max saw the approaching professor, he knew the gig would be up soon. So he faded back through the crowd and behind one of the dorms, mentally calling for Lavinia. The moment he did, an ectoplasmic rope appeared, and Max scampered up. He was able to make it to the top of the nearest building before the professor got near, but not without some of the students noticing what he was doing. There were yells of alarm and confused shouts below, which only added to the chaos and noise.

On top of the building, Max ran to the other side, away from where the most students were congregating, and slid down another rope. On this side of the building, there were fewer students, and Max started yelling again that there was a group of murderers on the other side of the building. “A professor is with them! The professor killed someone!” he wailed and flailed his arm and his fake spear so that nobody could get a good read on his student badge and ran to yet another dorm. On the way, there was a group of three students, a woman and two men. Before anybody knew what was happening, he drew his sword and killed all three of them in a flash. He was gone before anyone could react. The people surrounding the scene were shocked into inaction.

Max took that opportunity to scale up the side of yet another dorm until he was on the roof.

Down below where he just killed the students, blood was splattered everywhere. Before their bodies began disappearing, new screams drew more people from around the area. More students saw the bodies. Max crouched where most couldn’t see him and yelled, “A professor just killed three students! I’m being chased!”

Now the crowds milled around in growing fear. Absolute mayhem was growing, and Max congratulated himself with a smile. He figured things could go one of two ways at this point as he hid on the roof. Either somehow everybody in the Mystic Spear Academy would forget he was up here and he’d wait for the situation to settle before escaping. Or more likely, someone would figure out he was still on the roof and come for him. Either way, Max was not planning on being chased down and killed like a criminal. The whole point of this endeavor was to create an uproar.

A few minutes later, he figured out which it was going to be when a thundering voice shouted, “Silence!” All the panicked buzz below died. Max peeked over the roof to see a group of three Mystic Spear Arts professors making their way across the area between dorms. All three of them were staring in Max’s direction.

Well, crap, he thought and stood, using the new silence to shout. “This is all the fault of Prince Regal, his bullshit family, this bullshit corrupt academy, and the corrupt rules. People with enough money do whatever they want, and those of us from newly threatened worlds are their playthings. I was murdered by the petty, untalented prince after I fairly won in a duel. Mystic Spear students trespassed on Summoner Academy grounds to hunt me down after I came back to life! You wanted war, well, this is war!”

There had been at least several hundred students below in earshot when Max made his declaration. He was pleased by the amount.

He didn’t wait around to see the reaction to his accusations. Max ran to the other side of the roof, slid down an ectoplasmic rope, and took off toward the center of the academy. “Get him!” he heard somebody shout, and within moments there were thundering, running footsteps of a crowd of people chasing him. The next few minutes were complete bedlam as Max sprinted across campus, shouting at the top of his lungs about the corruption of the Spear Academy. He didn’t even slow as he took targets of opportunity, killing unaware students that obviously weren’t expecting a sword in the neck between classes.

Max made his way to one of the large administrative-looking buildings in the center of the Mystic Spear Academy. With Lavinia’s help, he quickly made it to the top of the tallest building.

By this point, he had confirmed his suspicions that the professors would not directly intervene. He was sure that by now, if any of them wanted to kill him, they probably could have. Max had gotten lucky not to run into upperclassmen at this point, probably because he’d started near the first- and second-year dorms, but his time had to be running out. Fast.

After being on the top of the central building, Max shouted his normal message, including that the Mystic Spear Path students trespassed onto Summoner Academy grounds to kill him after he’d come back to life.

Some of his words might have been lost because of the sound of the crowd yelling below, but for a second time, there was a thunderous silence as professors barked. A group of five of them heading over this time. In the sudden silence, Max yelled as loud as he could. “After I was murdered by Prince Regal, my friend was tortured in an alley, and I was almost killed by trespassing Mystic Spear Path students who came onto Summoner Academy grounds! They came to kill me after I came back to life. This is injustice. It’s petty, and it’s cowardice! This is unfair, and I demand accountability! Also, Prince Regal’s family is a bunch of goat fuckers, and I heard a rumor they are all inbred, and I believe it.”

The silence somehow grew deeper than ever before the crowd gasped in astonishment. A few seconds later, three figures leaped from the ground to the roof where Max was standing. One of them threw a spear before even landing. The attack was so fast, Max couldn’t move fast enough to dodge it. With an audible buzzing flight, the spear punctured through his hip and threw Max to his hands and knees. The three figures landed, one held out a hand, and the spear ragdolled Max’s body, pulled itself out, and returned to the stony-faced man’s hand.

A fifth-year, thought Max. Two other presumed upperclassmen stood behind him, but Max couldn’t clearly see their badges.

The man stalked over and said, “No need for you two to get involved. I’ll take the demerit.” He glared before raising his hand to deliver a killing blow.

Max waited for the perfect moment before rolling, turning, and throwing his dagger at one of the two students behind him. The man he’d been aiming for was caught completely unaware, and Max’s dagger slammed into his stomach. His comical, surprised face was the last thing Max saw before he witnessed a spear being thrust at his heart, destructive energies gathered on the tip.

He actually felt his ribs separating and shattering from the power of the blow before he knew no more.


THIRTY-SEVEN


Max woke up in what was becoming an increasingly familiar field. He sat up, looking around himself. “Ugh,” he grunted. He spotted his clothes, which he’d been wearing when he’d been killed, neatly folded in a pile next to him on the ground. The clothes he currently had on were the same basic starter rags he was always wearing when he came to life in the Quartet. There were no bloodstains on the clothes he was wearing or the ones on the ground. Wow, he thought, not only did the Quartet system return all my belongings, it washed them, too!

On the ground next to him was his sword. The dagger was missing. Lavinia! he called mentally.

The spirit appeared immediately. You’re back! Don’t worry. After you died, everything happened pretty close to how you predicted it would. As far as I know, you’re not in any immediate danger. You are probably going to get yelled at a lot, though.

Max grunted again and somewhat relaxed. If Lavinia had alerted him to danger, he’d been prepared to take off at a sprint and fight for his life if he had to.

He stood and noticed a group of people in the distance who seemed to be walking over to him. Unconcerned about his modesty, Max took off his starter clothes and put on his clothing that he’d won from Prince Regal in his first duel. It somehow felt appropriate to be wearing the clothes at this point.

Are they from Summoner Academy? he asked.

Yes.

All right. Anything else you need to tell me?

Nothing that can’t wait. I’m going to check on something. Good luck. As soon as she answered, Lavinia vanished from his vision.

He was done dressing far before the group of people reached him, and when they had, he counted six. Five of them were actually the same five people he had met when he’d first come to the Quartet. He didn’t quite remember all of the professors’ names and didn’t know the names of the guards. There was one extra person who looked like another professor.

“Do you remember me?” said the man in front. He was the person who had greeted Max’s group when they’d first appeared in this place weeks ago. With that thought, Max surreptitiously checked his tablet and verified that he’d been gone for an extra two days longer than his last death. He assumed that he’d only stayed dead a little bit longer because he’d actually reached his one-star mana body, which the system had registered as improvement. He could have checked his tablet for the professor’s name but didn’t bother.

Max said, “I recognize you, but I don’t remember your name, Professor.”

“It’s Professor Third,” said the man with a frown. “I don’t enjoy coming out here more than I have to, so please help us speed this process along.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry you have to do your job,” said Max. He was done playing nice with these people. For the Mystic Spear Path students to have been hunting him down before, that meant the Summoner staff were either bribed or incompetent or lazy. And since he undoubtedly had to pay for his own way from now on anyway, the professor’s goodwill meant almost nothing to him.

Even as he stood talking, the system ran window after window of demerit notifications past his vision. There were a few other messages as well, but Max kept mentally clicking out of all of them. Maybe later, he’d review everything, see how many demerits he had. The current situation was not exactly a surprise. He hadn’t even kept track of how many students he’d killed at the Mystic Spear Academy.

Professor Third groused, “Oh, stow it! Don’t be cheeky with us. We are not the enemy!”

Strangely, as Max was closer now and began truly scrutinizing the expressions of the professors that had come to meet him, he noticed that Professor Happy had a slight smile and a sparkle in his eyes while looking at him. The Sorcerer Professor, whose name he also forgot, had an entirely neutral expression. An open frown crossed the face of the unfamiliar professor. Max figured that not all of the professors were on the same page about his actions.

Suddenly, Lavinia’s voice appeared in his head again. Hey, boss, you feeling better? Awake now? Ready for some information?

I thought you said talking could wait.

Sure, but you still might want to know stuff now. And we don’t even need to talk about it.

What do you mean?

Then suddenly, Max got a mental dump of information from his contracted spirit that was unlike anything he’d ever experienced in his life. It was like she just downloaded facts into his brain. Now he suddenly knew everything Lavinia knew from when Max had been dead.

Apparently, there had been a major uproar, not only in the Mystic Spear Academy, or the Summoner Academy, but through the entire Quartet. Even the authorities in the central area had gotten involved.

When Max had died, he’d actually kept his clothing and gear…because his body had been blown apart, destroyed so badly that his killers hadn’t been able to find or claim any trophies from it. But he hadn’t gotten his dagger back. The system decided that the student he’d attacked got to keep it since the dagger had literally been in the man’s body when Max died. But somewhat ironically, the dagger had been a big part of the evidence proving Max’s story. It turned out that quite a few Mystic Spear students had testified that it had belonged to Regal.

This fact, plus the huge commotion Max had made, much too large to suppress or sweep under the rug, had led to multiple inquiries and investigations. Max had learned from Lavinia’s story of her own life. Individual professors could be threatened or suppressed. Conspiracies and injustice thrived on secrecy. Max’s actions had brought several things out into the open, into open discourse and public knowledge. Ugly truths that students and even professors might normally avoid talking about had become a hot topic of conversation.

The fact that there’d been trespassers on Summoner Academy grounds had been verified. For Summoners who could speak with spirits, this actually ended up being easy to verify. Once Max’s accusations had been verified, a number of Summoner professors had been outraged, enough to override those who didn’t care or wanted to maintain the status quo.

And even though nobody was taking direct responsibility for any of it, a large number of professors were facing added scrutiny. The different academies were strictly forbidden now from visits by students from other academies unless they got official permission. This new, official change in policy had caused some frustration with some students because there had apparently been a lot of inter-academy romances going on.

All four Path schools in this Quartet had convened emergency meetings first with staff, then with the rest of their student body. Most students were aware of Max’s existence now, even in the Replicator and Elemental Shifter Academies. Some were pleased with Max for rubbing everyone’s noses in the corruption and inequality of the Quartet. But an equal number seemed angry at him.

And of course, there were plenty of people in the Mystic Spear Academy who had an open price on Max’s head. The central area was still buzzing with gossip.

Prince Regal was being vilified by practically everyone, a fact that warmed Max’s heart. Even the other Lifers thought Regal had gone too far or was petty or cowardly. Some of them seemed to think that a Lifer needing a group to deal with a single first-year Summoner was pretty pathetic, even if that Summoner had just run amok in the Mystic Spear grounds.

Professor Third frowned, and his voice brought Max back to the present. “I would appreciate it if you would focus on your conversation with me instead of conversing with your spirit.” Max didn’t apologize, just nodded. It was likely the professor couldn’t actually hear his conversation with Lavinia or catch any of her download of information or he would have been more upset. He could obviously sense some of it, though.

The professor gestured to the sorceress and said, “Professor Munka, please provide a portal for our errant student,” he said, dragging the word out, “to meet the dean.”

After a nod, the woman gestured. A portal appeared in midair.

Max didn’t go through immediately. He put his sword on his belt, which got him a reprimanding look from Professor Third. Max gave the man a cheery smile before walking through the portal.

On the other side of the portal, he found himself in an office that was fairly lavishly appointed with polished wood, all with an aura of extreme age about it. Even without gold or any other flashy wealth on display, the office communicated that it belonged to somebody of importance. And the woman sitting behind the desk glaring at Max over steepled fingers must have believed her own hype because she was not hiding how she felt nor the fact that she definitely expected Max to be cowed.

He wasn’t.

The woman was wearing a high-quality robe. Her severe, joyless expression seemed to suit her dour appearance. The woman was old, probably even older than she looked. But so was Max.

He walked forward nonchalantly, grabbed a chair from one side of the room, pulled it in front of the desk, and then casually sat down with one leg crossed. His hands were placed on top of his knee. He cocked an eyebrow and said, “I assume you’re the dean?”

The old woman grimaced and said, “Max Cunningham, from the world known as Earth. I am Professor Dalton, Dean of Discipline and Extracurricular Student Affairs. I have the misfortune of dealing with you.”

“What is there to deal with?” said Max. He waved his hand to one side of him and said, “I can already see all of the system messages about my demerits. And I just got a system message stating that I need to vacate my dorm room within the next three days. The system is not telling me where my new home is yet. I’m assuming I need to make my way over to the Truancy Barracks or whatever the hell their official name is. I’ve heard like six different names for it by now.”

“They are called the alternative dorms,” said Professor Dalton with a pinched voice.

“Ah, ‘alternative,’” said Max softly. “Pretty words for the same thing. I see that some things don’t change regardless of what world you’re on.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but it was a riveting observation, I’m sure. However, that’s enough nonsense out of you,” said the dean. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused?”

“I think I have a pretty good handle on it. After all, I planned everything out and went through a lot of trouble to get killed as flashy as possible,” said Max. “It’s too bad that those Mystic Spear Academy students trespassing on Summoner Academy grounds hadn’t just killed me after I came back to life last time, right? If I were still dead right now, killed over and over again, you wouldn’t have ever had to actually do your job now, right?” Despite his acidic words, he gave the dean a sweet smile. “It must be hard having eternal life in safety and luxury while the rest of the universe burns and the students you’re responsible for are suppressed.”

The woman glared at him. “I will not fall for your provocations, but I can see that you are a hopeless case. Too bad for you.” Suddenly, she smiled vindictively, the expression cartoonishly exaggerated, and said, “Due to the number of demerits you have acquired, it is highly unlikely that you will ever receive any free support from the Quartet and specifically from this academy ever again.”

“What a shame,” said Max. He began picking his teeth with a pinky.

“I don’t think you understand the severity of the predicament you are in,” said the dean. “This means from now on, you’ll be paying for your own food, too, and classes.” She glanced meaningfully down at one of Max’s pockets where he would have had a money bag if he owned one. “It seems you do not have any means. What’s truly sad about this is how the people who will ultimately be suffering from your lack of wisdom will be the civilians back on your home world that you will not be able to protect. Without attending classes, the amount you can grow anymore is limited.”

“Yeah, about that,” said Max. “I actually looked it up, and a student cannot be rejected from taking a class if they enroll, or were enrolled, and if they pay out of pocket. They can be kicked out of that particular class for bad behavior, but that’s up to the individual professor.”

The dean kept smiling woodenly and said, “I’m not sure how that’s of any relevance to your situation.”

“Oh, but it is,” said Max. “On a related note, could you please point me in the direction of somebody who can give me my first and only free money bag for my time in the Quartet?”

Now the professor’s expression faded, and she frowned. “Money bag? But you need to prove that you have money in order to request one. And you were killed… It was reported that when you were killed, nobody got anything from it. Despite your body being destroyed, the system still should have awarded your money to someone for your death. After the number of students that you mercilessly ambushed in the Mystic Spear Academy, it should have been counted as self-defense by the system for practically anyone to kill you. At least somebody should have been awarded money. Nobody was. So you were—no, are—broke.”

“That’s none of your concern,” said Max. “How about instead of worrying about whether I have money or not, you and all the other professors actually protect your students, hmm? It’s hard for me to believe that an academy with professors that have contracted spirits can’t figure out that there is a group of Mystic Spear students running around, all the way to the fields where we revive. Maybe do your job that you basically get to do forever without having to fight anymore?

“See, as you kindly pointed out, I still have to go back to my world and kill monsters in a few years. That means I can’t sit in my very important-looking office being super mad that now people are actually paying attention to what I do. They might even question why I or my staff don’t do anything to stop Lifer students from other academies from doing whatever they want to my students. Or, for instance, looking into why Lifers from other academies can murder my students who are in their first year and have no money or connections, all while Quartet authorities or other professors mysteriously don’t intervene.”

This time when Max smiled, he showed all of his teeth.

The dean glared daggers at him. “It is perhaps a bit unprofessional for me to say so, but I hope that after your time in this Quartet, likely seven years of feeling nothing but stinging hunger pains and regret for your foolish actions, that you die quickly on your home world. This way your horrible attitude will not cause others any more pain. But I hope that before you do perish, you’ll be able to at least help somebody, to give your miserable life some sort of meaning.”

“That’s nice of you to say,” said Max. “Did you give your miserable life some sort of meaning on your world before you came here to sit on your ass all day and cast judgment on me?” The woman growled at him, and Max lifted an eyebrow. “Again, with respect, could I please get some direction on where to receive a money bag? If it’s not too much trouble?”

Max raised an eyebrow. Short of killing him, there really wasn’t much the dean could do to him now that hadn’t already been done, and they both knew it.

She snarled, “First floor, front counter. Get out of my office.”

Max stood, gave a courtly bow, and left the room. He didn’t slam the door, even though he was slightly tempted.

As he moved through the building toward the first floor, Lavinia giggled in his ear and said, “That was fun to watch. That horrible woman has been here since my time.”

“Really?” muttered Max.

“Yup,” she replied. “And she was just as lazy and corrupt back then. I heard rumors in my sixth and seventh year that she got bribes from other professors to give them some of the academy’s resources.”

Resources? Like to study? But why? thought Max, projecting the question mentally.

Lavinia said, “I don’t have proof of it because I was just a student and being heavily ostracized, remember? But I heard rumors. And I now believe that there is more to the universe than just everyone’s home worlds and the Quartets. I believe, crazy or not, that some of the professors in the Quartets are still trying to get stronger so that they can go somewhere else…maybe somewhere better.”

Huh, thought Max. At this point, it was just speculation on Lavinia’s part, but he had to admit that it made a certain amount of sense. After all, if the professors in the academy couldn’t attain anything more or didn’t want anything past just creature comforts, he didn’t understand why else they’d be motivated to take bribes.

Regardless of their motivations, they were still pieces of shit, though.

It was one thing if they were regular professors at a regular college where people were learning basket weaving or something. But in this college, in this university, people were literally learning the skills they needed to save billions of lives on their home worlds. Doing anything but helping the students be the best they could be was morally repugnant.

But Max conceded that some of these people had lived for hundreds of years and might have lost their passion. It could also be that they were truly just lazy. It was something that Max would have to discover later. For now, he focused on the present again.

On the first floor of the building, he didn’t go directly to the desk where he could get a money pouch. Instead, Max walked out the building and headed directly for the road out of the academy. A few students recognized him and began whispering to others as he passed. Max even noticed a piece of paper on the bulletin board with a crude drawing of him and the words “Enemy of Love” underneath it. That actually made him chuckle a bit.

Near the gate out of the academy, Max went off of the road into the forest, pointed, and said, “Was it that direction?”

Lavinia’s voice echoed in his head. Yes.

“Okay, I’ll just wait here, then.” A few minutes later, an awkward-looking set of ectoplasmic legs with a blob of ectoplasm on top walked toward him out of some bushes. In the blob, Max could see the single mana unit that Lavinia had hid for him before. He grinned, collected the mana unit, and stuffed it in his pocket.

Then he went back to the administration building. He presented the mana unit at the front desk, asking for a money bag. After he did so, and the man behind the counter, a sixth-year student, did the paperwork for it, Lavinia whispered, “You know, it really shows something about that horrible woman’s character, the dean, that she couldn’t even imagine that another student would have loaned you or gifted you a mana unit to get your bag.”

She paused and said, “And I suppose it says something about you that you likely never considered it, either.”

Max frowned and sent a mental shrug to Lavinia. Quiet, you, he sent. Lavinia’s amusement came through their bond.

A couple minutes later, the student teaching assistant behind the counter unceremoniously handed Max a little bag, his first official money bag in the Quartet, and instructed him to drop a bit of blood on it in order to bind it. Max used the edge of his sword on his thumb, ignoring the TA’s offered pin. He managed to get a bit of blood on the bag. The moment he did, a few new system notifications popped up.

Congratulations! You have bound a money pouch.

Your waiting balance has been deposited.

Max grinned. It seems I’m not broke anymore, he projected to Lavinia. You were right. After getting the bag, the system deposited what I’d earned before.

Great, said the ghost girl. What are you worth now? She appeared next to him, meeting his eyes.

Max smoothed his face to neutral again before leaving the building and sent to Lavinia, It appears that I am now worth about two thousand one hundred units.

Excellent, said Lavinia, her smile dark. She chuckled.
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As he walked across the school grounds, Max noticed more stolen glances or even open staring, even among upperclassmen. Lavinia must have noticed as well because he heard her voice in his ear saying, “Wow! You’re really becoming famous, huh? You know, I was famous in my time, too, or maybe infamous. Then again, you might be infamous as well.” The ghost girl chuckled.

Max said, “Quiet, you. This is only the first step of the plan.”

“Well, it would be nice if you’d clue me in on the rest of it,” said Lavinia. “I am actively expending energy right now to keep our conversation private, so we can speak freely, at least for a few minutes. So talk. You didn’t tell me what you were doing back at the Mystic Spear Academy until we were right in the middle of it.”

“Hmmm. That’s fair,” Max conceded. “Let’s go somewhere where we can talk and I can think.” Max briefly thought about heading to the cafeteria to get food but decided not to. He didn’t want to let the staff at the Summoner Academy know he had money yet. If they knew, others would likely find out, too. He had no doubt that a number of people in this Quartet had it out for him now. He wasn’t sure how things might change if they knew he had money, but he imagined it wouldn’t be good. Right now, they all might think that he didn’t have options, that they could control him.

He was proven correct about at least some of it a moment later when Lavinia said, “Hey, I know you can’t see it, but there’s an enforcement spirit following us.”

“A what?” said Max.

“An enforcement spirit. Among the troublemakers in an academy, if a student is considered a threat to fellow students and they have enough demerits against them, the disciplinary staff can dispatch an enforcement spirit. It basically follows you around, and if you try to initiate violence or mischief against any fellow students in your academy, it will immediately intervene.”

“What does ‘intervene’ mean?” asked Max.

“It means it’ll restrain and hurt you until other people get there to take care of it.”

“Ah, I see,” said Max. “Well, I haven’t attacked any students in this academy, and I don’t plan to, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

Lavinia said, “Oh, but there’s another use of the enforcement spirit, too.”

“And what’s that?” asked Max with a sigh.

“Surveillance!” said the ghost girl in a chipper voice. “I used to have one following me around, too. It would report everything I was doing or talking about or trying to work on in secret and was quite annoying. What’s worse is there are a few offices or even individuals that can field them. Good luck figuring out who set this one on you, at least for a while.”

“Great,” said Max. “But I have a question. I get that this enforcement spirit is probably tied to the academy, right? Not directly to a person? Like, someone can command it I’m guessing, but it’s not actually their contracted spirit.”

“Correct.”

“You said it will restrain someone. I’m figuring this means it’s strong, like the sort of spirit that would be pretty OP in a fight. So if spirits can be this powerful, why are Summoners so weak?”

Her voice was mock-cheery. “Those are the kinds of questions that got me turned into a pariah during my lifetime, Maxi-lad.”

“Don’t call me that. It sounds dumb.”

“Okay, Maxi-lad.”

Max paused and with great seriousness asked, “What was that, Bathroom-Peeper Lavi-Lavi?”

The ghost grumbled. “You made your point. Dropped.”

“I’m glad we understand each other. Now let’s go.”

Max didn’t bother going to his old dorm room. He’d never gotten a set of athletic clothes from Gantry Pliss, so he didn’t have anything worth keeping or moving from there. Instead, he headed toward the tree line at the edge of the Summoner Academy grounds and went out into the forest. He wasn’t trying to hide what he was doing, and a few students noticed him. One, a young-looking woman, turned and hurried in the opposite direction, perhaps to report his movements to someone.

Lavinia must have had the same thought because she said, “Wow, you’ve only been here for a few weeks now, and you already have people ratting on you. That’s kind of impressive.”

Max grumbled, “I barely even know anyone.”

“Yeah, because you’ve been too busy murdering people in bathrooms.” Lavinia snickered.

Max sighed, stopped, and sat on a log. He adjusted how he was sitting quickly when he discovered that he still had the Mystic Spear Path book in his back pocket.

“Huh,” he muttered as he checked his pockets. He was pleased to find that he also had the spyglass and the hearing device that he’d picked up in the Mystic Spear Academy dorm.

At first he was surprised, but as he thought about it, it made sense. After all, he already knew that students could steal things from each other’s dorms and keep them. The rules were different if one had things on their body for safekeeping. And the exception to keeping items safe, of course, was to pay to secure one’s room. Max didn’t know how much money that cost yet. It was going to be one of the first things he found out within the next day or two.

He said, “Okay, Lavinia, you told me a little bit of what happened when I was out. I think the mental stuff you sent filled in most of the blanks. But can you elaborate any? After that, I’ll tell you my plans.”

Lavinia appeared to Max’s vision and nodded. She sat down in front of him on another log. “It’s been pretty wild. Having a contract with you has been giving me more power.” She muttered, “Probably should have done this before.” Then she raised a finger. “You’re awfully lucky, you know. Most Summoners don’t have spirits that are even very intelligent, much less one that can do reconnaissance on her own like this.

“Anyway, I’ve actually been roaming the entire Quartet and in all four academies. There have been official inquiries about students trespassing on academy grounds without getting clearance. There are Quartet rules against uninvited trespassing that have been basically ignored until recently.

“But after the inquiries started, it turned out that there have been some very bad apples going to other academies and causing problems. It wasn’t just Summoner Academy, and the Mystic Spear students are not the only aggressors. Once that came out, all the fingers pointing at the Summoner Academy because of what you did started pointing right back.

“So even though the dean you just met is legitimately angry at you probably because she’s crooked as hell, this turn of events has actually ended up working in the Summoner Academy’s benefit.”

“How?”

“Well, the Summoner Academy is the weakest and could play the victim throughout this entire thing. In fact, the headmaster even managed to turn it around and described you like…the Summoner Academy’s first great chance to ever win anything in the Quartet competition. That resonates with every one of the authorities in this Quartet. It painted you differently, so instead of seeing you as a useless first-year rocking the boat, you were a promising up-and-comer. They could imagine one of their own students as you. So basically the more savvy leaders of the Summoner Academy like the headmaster have been talking about you like you were being intentionally suppressed from the get-go by a rival school and that you just snapped from bullying.”

“Bullying,” said Max. “Not super wrong, I guess. So how do you know all of this?”

Lavinia rolled her eyes and said, “I can go through walls and listen just fine. Well, I can’t go into warded places, but you’d be surprised how many of the higher-ups don’t ward their rooms where they have important discussions, even though they’re Summoners.”

“Fair enough. Of course, most spirits probably aren’t past Summoners with human-level intellect, albeit with a terrible sense of humor,” said Max. Lavinia stuck her tongue out at him. Max mused, “But based on what you just said, why haven’t I met with any of these…more sympathetic professors yet? Or the headmaster? After I woke up, I had a mostly unwelcoming respawn committee and had to go meet that lovely dean. What was her name? Professor Dalton.”

“Answer is simple. Politics,” said Lavinia.

“Politics?”

“Yes, politics. The fact is you’re only a first-year. There are still a lot of professors in the Summoner Academy who don’t believe that you’re hot shit despite the fact that Professor Gravecall has been all but singing your praises.”

“Huh,” grunted Max. He crossed his arms. “So based on what I’m hearing here, I might actually get some support from the powers that be. At least, more than I might have been led to believe so far.”

“Correct,” said Lavinia. “Everything is kind of tied into your participation in the future Quartet competition. You’re not a Lifer and you’re not connected, but your potential gives you value. The fact you kicked the shit out of a number of Mystic Spear students definitely backs up what your supporters are saying. And as you probably know, the Quartet competition qualifiers are at the end of this semester.”

“Yeah, I got that,” said Max. “So what it kind of comes down to is at least in Summoner Academy, I need to play nice with the professors to some degree, and more importantly, I need to stay alive because⁠—”

Lavinia finished his thought. “If you’re dead during the qualifier or during the competition, you can’t participate.”

Max shook his head. “So there are more implications in all of this, too. Since this competition is such a big deal, and some people are willing to play nasty, and the demerits system won’t stop students with enough money or power, the best competitors from each academy probably get a price on their head, huh?”

“Yes,” said Lavinia, “that’s about the right of it, which is why so many competitors actually go into the dungeons before each competition, sometimes with guards heading there and back. Like, in the dungeon they might get killed by monsters, sure, but if it’s within their ability to stay alive, it’s probably the safest place they can possibly be before competing. All the stuff you did to make the academies crack down on trespassers might change the meta, though.”

“They went to the dungeons before? Well, that’s messed up,” said Max. “I’m guessing that was especially true for Summoners, too, right?”

Lavinia nodded. “Yes. For Mystic Spear Academy students, it’s kind of crazy to imagine any of them having a serious hit on them actually being called in, except maybe by fellow students. But most of the strongest over there are well-connected enough to have around-the-clock protection. Meanwhile at the Summoner Academy…” She shrugged.

Max sighed. He thought out loud again. “So I’m still kind of on my own. Even if I have backing from some of the professors at the Summoner Academy, that’s mostly just political, it sounds like, since they can’t directly get involved.”

“For the most part, yes,” said Lavinia with a nod. “Now, are you going to tell me your plan or what?”

“All right, so here is what I have in mind,” said Max. He began walking back to the path out of the Summoner Academy grounds. His contracted spirit was chortling almost the entire time, so it wasn’t hard for him to figure out that she was amused by his plan.

Leaving the academy now was going to be risky since he had money of his own but necessary for the next step of his plan. Besides, if he got murdered, his killer wouldn’t get to keep anything he was carrying. And if he respawned again, he was going to abandon this plan and just retreat into the woods to train with Lavinia.

At the gate to the academy grounds, the two authorities on duty frowned at him rather nastily after scanning his palm with their wands. Max assumed that his name had come up and they recognized it, or maybe they recognized him on sight. They didn’t stop him, though.

Outside the academy grounds in the central area, he noticed a line of what looked like golems. They were spaced every fifty yards or so outside of the wood line and the boundary to the Summoner Academy grounds. He glanced around, and the line of golems seemed to extend for the entire circumference of the central area. He imagined that this was part of the authorities’ new measures to stop students from trespassing at other universities.

“Sorry, not sorry,” said Max out loud.

“What was that?” asked Lavinia.

“Nothing,” said Max. Now that he was in the central area with all the delicious smells, he couldn’t ignore his hunger. So he stopped in one of the restaurants near the mall. This one was pretty empty this time of day and sold a variety of food that reminded Max of Asian cuisine back on earth. He got a few of what looked like egg rolls and ate with relish, washing it all down with lemonade.

Max had known the meal would be expensive, so he didn’t even glance at the price. But instead of only taking the mana unit, the cashier also scanned his palm with a stone wand similar to the ones that Max had seen the professors use. He partially understood why after a system screen popped up in his vision listing his name and a money balance. It turned out the food he’d consumed was worth less than one full mana stone. The screen listed this particular restaurant by name, and it took Max a second to figure out exactly what he was looking at.

As he left the restaurant, he mentally sent to Lavinia, I’ve never had to deal with change before. So I guess instead of change in the Quartet, you get store credit, huh?

That’s right, said Lavinia. There is no denomination less than one unit. Which just makes it even harder for poor students to ever actually leave the academy and do anything fun.

Max grinned. Or it means they just have to keep going to the same places over and over again where they have an account.

Lavinia chuckled and said, That’s true, too.

Max sent one last wave of amusement to his unseen companion before smoothing his features into neutral and heading to his new destination, a large restaurant that was part bar, part jazz lounge, and part bistro that he heard from Amy, the weapon clerk. This restaurant was apparently one that first- and second-year Mystic Spear Path students like to hang out at.

Today, Max was planning to cause more trouble. He wasn’t sure if the enforcement spirit was still following him from the Summoner Academy, but if it was, it was likely going to report on him soon. Based on what Lavinia said, it shouldn’t act outside of the academy. Hopefully.

He was about to find out. Maybe he should still ask Lavinia, though. He was thinking about it as he walked into the restaurant.
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The restaurant was called the Blue Ox. Max decided that it looked a lot like college hangouts on Earth. One of the only differences was how instead of TV screens with sports games playing, there were large magic crystals in the corner with some sort of song-and-dance routines instead. Max glanced around and was slightly disappointed that there didn’t seem to be many people there. He was hoping to find a group of Mystic Spear Path students right away.

Lavinia, is the enforcement spirit still following me?

Doesn’t look like it, she answered. Stopped before leaving Summoner grounds.

Good.

It might have been an oversight. Better assume the next time you leave, it might follow.

My thoughts exactly, he sent.

Max was bummed that there were fewer students than he’d been expecting in the Blue Ox. Making the best of it, he went to the bar, ordered himself a free water, ignored the bartender’s frown of irritation, and then began sauntering around while he sipped. He made sure that his badge was clearly displayed, showing off that he was a first-year Summoner Academy student. Now that Max understood the system and the Quartet better, he knew exactly what type of person he was looking for.

His greatest concern at this point was that too many people might recognize him. So far, none had, though. Maybe nobody expected the infamous first-year Summoner troublemaker to be out in the central area again so soon. He had to figure this was why the enforcement spirit hadn’t been instructed to follow him this far.

Luckily, even though there were only a handful of people in the entire restaurant, he managed to find a mark. In one corner, wearing what was no doubt expensive clothing, was a second-year Elemental Shifter student. Across the table from him was a female Elemental Shifter student who was batting her eyes furiously. The woman was acting far shier than Max believed she really was. He’d noticed how she was dressed, her full face of artfully applied makeup on what looked like a midday date, and most importantly, her sharp eyes.

In his ear, he heard Lavinia say, “Good eye. I think this’ll work, too.” 

Max figured that any students in their second year that were messing around in restaurants like this during normal academy hours, especially wearing pricy clothing, were probably exactly the type of people that Prince Regal would be getting along with in his academy. Most importantly, Max suspected they were likely the easiest to antagonize.

He walked up to the table where the two were whispering to each other. The man was obviously trying to impress the girl on what was likely a first or second date based on their body language. Max waited, just standing there in their personal space. The two Elemental Shifter students tried to ignore Max until finally the man, who looked physically human and about twenty-seven, turned with irritation. “Can I help you?” His eyes flicked up to Max’s school badge, and he gave a sneer of disdain.

Max said, “Nah, I’m just hanging out. You guys can continue. Don’t mind me.” 

The man rolled his eyes, turned back to his companion, and boldly reached across the table for her hand. She made a show of being flustered but seemed to forget three seconds later that she was supposed to be shy about it. Max interrupted again, saying, “New date, huh? You guys know each other long? Doesn’t she already have a boyfriend? New breakup, maybe?”

The man looked over and said, “Can you please leave while I’m still in a good mood? You’re upsetting my lady friend.” 

Max looked directly at the woman and said, “Am I upsetting you? You are awfully pretty, so I don’t want to upset you. Not sure about this bozo, though.” He hooked a thumb at the man. The woman was completely stunned, but after she blinked a few times, she chuckled in a way that conspicuously was not very shy sounding at all.

Without missing a beat, Max turned his attention back to the man and said, “Relationships between the different academies are going to be a lot harder with the golems around. Is that why you’re taking this girl out right now? I mean, I saw you in here like a week ago with another girl and you were all over her.” Max let the lies pass his mouth with practice. Even though his life on Earth had been stressful, it’d still be relatively peaceful.

However, his climb to power in Albion had been anything but easy, and learning to lie had been one of the skills that he’d mastered at a young age. Although in this case, he figured that his lie might actually be close to a truth when the Elemental Shifter student began to sputter.

The man seemed to abandon the patience act he had been putting on and turned to face Max. The man was maybe an inch or two taller than Max but not as well built. The Elemental Shifter’s crewcut and sunken eyes made him look like some sort of magical stereotypical hitman from movies. “I’m done asking you politely,” said the man. “I don’t know who you are, I’ve never seen you before, and I’m tired of you telling lies. Get the fuck out of here, Summoner.”

Max ignored the ultimatum and gave the woman sitting down a wink. She laughed and winked back, which only made the man angrier. Max put a hand on the Elemental Shifter man’s shoulder. “What’s your name, buddy?”

“My name,” said the second-year through clenched teeth, “is Myeong Chao. From the Ha-Chao family. I suspect you’ve heard of it.”

Max scratched his head like he was thinking and said, “Isn’t that the group of people that clean out toilets in houses? Pretty well known. Yeah, that’s right.” 

The man brushed Max’s hand off of his shoulder and slammed the table with his open hand. “How dare you speak ill of my family! You…insect!”

Could this guy get any more stereotypical? Lavinia asked mentally.

Max had to stifle a snort. Yeah, it’s pretty ridiculous, but I think he was getting close to getting laid, and now he knows it ain’t gonna happen. And the food here probably ain’t cheap, either.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, calm down!” said Max out loud. He held up his hands. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you. I’d give you some money for compensation, but I don’t think I actually have very much.” He rubbed the back of his neck like he was flustered and thinking, then out of his money bag he took out twenty mana units. He said, “I’m sorry I only have twenty units as inheritance, and I don’t think it’s very much. It’s the best my family could do to make sure I got some in the Quartet, though. But my mom told me that Summoners are the best. She also said I can fight good so I should be able to protect it. Just being friendly, though. And I’m just glad to be here. I guess I was just too excited. Sorry to bother you.”

Then he suddenly took hold of the attractive woman’s hand and sketched an elegant bow, bringing the back of her hands to his lips. He glanced up, gave her a saucy smile, and said, “Charmed, though. Perhaps I just couldn’t help myself when seeing such a beautiful lady sitting with an…inelegant man. I’ve heard rumors he had a tiny penis, too. Shame. Goodbye, you two. It was a pleasure.” 

Wow. You are really good at this. I’m kind of impressed in a disturbed way, sent Lavinia.

He turned to leave. The man sputtered and shouted, “Stop!”

Max turned and raised his eyebrow. He said, “Have you changed your mind? Can I spend time with you two now? If there’s a nightcap, I only want it with her, though. You look like you smell like old cheese if you take your clothes off, and I don’t swing that way, either.”

Ha Cha Wong snarled, “You annoying son of a bitch. I demand a duel. You only have twenty mana units? That’s fine. I’ll bet you fifty mana units that I win. Do you accept?”

This guy is not very smart, is he? sent Lavinia. 

Maybe not, but I think by this point, it’s also safe to assume he doesn’t know much about why the changes in the Quartet have happened, too. Could be some greed mixed in. After all, I’m a Summoner with twenty mana units that he thinks he can easily take from me. If he does, maybe he thinks he could salvage this date, too. Could be part of this guy’s apparent rage is phony. Doesn’t matter, though.

Now was the next step of the plan. Max has thought about how to explain away the fact he had a sword, and the obvious way was to basically lie that he was a Lifer, albeit one without too much means. After all, his fake background couldn’t be deep enough to actually cause a hothead to second-guess being aggressive. This next part was going to take some decent acting. He’d need to mix some arrogance with humility, oversharing, babbling, a bit of timidity covered by fake bravado, and still continue being annoying.

Max scrunched up his face and pretended to think about the matter for an extended and uncomfortable period of time. Finally, he said, “A duel? No, I don’t think so. I mean, I only have twenty units. What happens if I lose them? After all, you’re a second-year hanging out with this pretty lady.” Max shifted his attention to the woman again and said, “I’m at the Summoner Academy. If you want to come see me, call me.” He wasn’t sure if the woman came from a civilization where the request would even make any sense, but she laughed all the same. Of course, his date laughing at Max’s antics just pissed off Myeong Chao even more.

“Fine, you won’t risk it? Cowardly. Fine.” The other man opened his money bag and took out a fistful of mana units. They kept coming. He slammed a pile on the table. “Five hundred mana units against your measly twenty! If you don’t accept now, you’re just admitting that I’m the better man and you are a coward.” He smiled smugly. “Your whore mother was a fool to give you any money, much less to trust you could keep it!”

He really went there, huh? asked Lavinia. The fact you lied about everything just makes it funny.

This time Max didn’t hesitate to reply. “Done. I’ve never dueled before, but let’s go outside first, okay? I don’t think they want us to mess this place up.” He gestured around at the restaurant. 

A system message popped up in Max’s vision, with the particulars of the proposed duel as well as where it would take place.

The second-year Elemental Shifter student blinked, obviously confused by how the tone of the confrontation had changed. It was possible he also still might not have expected Max to accept. Meanwhile, the other few patrons in the restaurant, as well as the employees, were all watching with undisguised interest. After a slight hesitation, the confused Elemental Shifter student said, “I accept,” and followed Max outside.

The system message flashed in Max’s vision, waiting for him to designate the dueling area.

Max led Myeong Chao into an alley and was amused that the man’s date had not followed them. Lavinia commented on it, too. It looks like the woman is a coward. 

No, she’s smart, Max thought back. Probably unethical, at least by my standards, but clever. If she wasn’t actually interested in this tool and was just looking for a free meal or gifts, that kind of thing could just as easily come from me as from him. And if I win, I’d be five hundred mana stones richer. She might also assume I wouldn’t be used to that amount of money and would no doubt have no problem treating a very attractive second-year woman to some drinks.

Do you always think like this? Lavinia asked.

It’s not really that complicated. You just never really left your research while you were alive, right? Never really went outside.

Are you calling me a nerd? Lavinia’s mental voice was flat.

Yup! Max sent cheerily. 

Max squared off against the man in the alley and then finally hit accept on the system window. The other man did, too, and Max saw the same kind of prompt that he’d seen when he dueled Prince Regal. The countdown started. When it hit zero, Myeong Chao’s arm turned into flame from the elbow to his fingertips. His other arm changed into ice all the way from his shoulder. He grinned and said, “I am manifesting two limbs and two different elements. You are defeated. There is no hope for you. Do not blame me. You started this. But I admit, I’m going to enjoy⁠—”

Max cut him off mid-taunt, springing forward. His mana-infused sword made a glittering arc heading directly for the other man’s neck. Max’s opponent didn’t even get a chance to defend himself before the sword bit flesh. The diagonal, downward slash cut all the way through Myeong Chao’s neck, through his chest, and into his heart. Max kicked the man off of his blade before he could launch any counter-attacks, but it was unnecessary. All the energy had gone out of the Elemental Shifter, and the curious transformation of his arms began to flicker.

All Myeong Chao could do while his transformation faded was open and close his mouth like a fish, staring at Max in confusion. A few moments later, the body began to vanish, and Max got a system message. 

You have won your duel against Myeong Chao. Five hundred mana units awarded.

Max dismissed the prompt and grinned. The handful of people watching the duel from the street vanished. Lavinia whispered in his ear, “Your name was listed on the duel window for sure. I guess it’s true that not everybody in the Quartet knows your name yet, huh? Otherwise, this guy might have had a different reaction.”

“Yeah, but let’s hope at least some people know it,” he muttered out loud. “I need to move quick before word of this duel spreads much. Probably actually lucky that so few people were at this restaurant or watched just now.” 

He left the alley and headed for a different restaurant similar to the one he’d just been at. This was also a place he’d been told was a popular hangout for first- and second-years. Configured almost the same exact way as the last one, this restaurant was called the Magic Tap. The main difference was the type of food offered. 

Max walked in and saw there were a few more people at this restaurant than the last one. But even better, there was a table to one side with exactly the type of people he was searching for. Dressed well, subtle arrogant auras, they had to be Lifers. They hadn’t noticed him yet, so he walked directly up to the table and said, “Hi, friends. What are we having today?” He used his most innocent, friendliest, most confident, and most guileless voice.

The three Mystic Spear Path students glanced up. And luckily, at least one of them recognized him. The long-haired, grizzled man’s jaw dropped, and he shouted, “You! It’s the guy!”

Max scratched his head and said, “What guy? Oh, were you one of the people I killed in your academy? Darn.” He made a sarcastic gesture of snapping his fingers in consternation. The three Mystic Spear Path students stood as one. All of their spears leaning against the wall sprang forward by themselves, practically teleporting into their hands.

Max waved his finger, saying, “Uh-uh-uh, violence in the restaurant is prohibited.” He pointed behind him at the very stern-looking bartender giving an obvious warning with her eyes. She pointed at the glowing, “No violence allowed,” sign on the wall.

This was another thing Max had found out, that the local bars and restaurants, in addition to their system-granted protections, often also employed at least one very strong person to help deal with issues that might crop up between students.

Then Max said, “Look, fellas, I’m just trying to say hello. After all, I know Mystic Spear Path students are not overly blessed with brains, and I feel sorry for you guys. Not only that, it’s hard, all of you growing up in pig pens, not knowing who your fathers are. So I just thought I’d offer some condolences.” Then he made kissy faces at all three of them before sauntering over to a table and making a show of ordering some snacks.

S-rank annoying. Truly formidable, whispered Lavinia mentally.

Max wasn’t quite willing to turn his back to the three enemies, but he acted like he was ignoring them off to his side the entire time he ate his food. When he was done, he paid with a flourish using a mana unit. Loudly, he said, “I don’t care how much the food costs. After all, I stole all this shit from some stupid Mystic Spear Path weak, inbred idiots.” He laughed loudly, and at this point even the others around the restaurant were looking at him somewhat nervously, glancing between him and the group of three fuming Mystic Spear Path men. Two of them were second-years and one was a first-year.

Then Max blew their table a kiss before leaving the restaurant. There was a cacophony of footsteps and shouting as the Spear students tried to pay their bill all at once and follow Max. They probably assumed he’d be running away as fast as he could. However, Max planted himself in front of a nearby alley and buffed his nails on his shirt, acting like he was bored.

Then, as soon as the Mystic Spear Path students came running out of the restaurant, he gave his best Surprised Pikachu Face performance before darting down the alley. All three hotheads followed him.

Max stopped at an intersection of the alley. Heading further down, it narrowed before reaching the back of a store or a house. He turned and acted panicked, saying, “Hey, guys, it was just a joke, okay?” 

All three of the spearmen continued to advance. The long-haired member of the trio grimly announced, “Yes, and you deserve everything you get, you trash. Shitter. You won’t get any help or be able to use any tricks here.” One of the others threw a rock, which Max easily avoided.

Oh wow, they think you cheated when you killed Spear Path students before, said Lavinia. The copium is strong. I like that word, copium.

Max ignored the ghost and grinned as a system message popped up.

You are being attacked.

“Good enough for me,” he muttered. But just to be safe, he drew his sword and kept backing up until the three assailants had walked past the point he’d been at before. The youngest member apparently couldn’t take the frustration and threw his spear. Max easily parried. Almost immediately, the thrower gestured, and a new identical-looking spear appeared in his hand. 

“It’s on now,” said Max. He drew his sword and sprang forward.

The short-haired second-year thrust at Max with such speed and power, its parried tip cratered the brick wall and kicked up a cloud of dust. Max let his sword slide down the length of the spear, chopping off the young-looking second-year’s hands. The would-be murderer looked comically surprised before Max deftly reversed his strike, looping the sword to retain its momentum, pivoting, and cutting out the man’s throat.

Then Max kicked his dying opponent with all of his strength, sending him down the alley and tangling him with the dark-skinned first-year. The long-haired man yelled and unleashed a blistering series of jabs at Max, who avoided or parried them as he gave ground. Then the long-haired man made his move. With superhuman speed and grace, he jumped up, kicking off of the wall of the alley, sailing overhead for a downward stab. Max pirouetted around the thrust and with the grace of decades of practice threw his sword upward right into the chest of his attacker.

He continued his spin and grabbed the hilt of his sword the moment the man came down. Max jerked his weapon out with a spray of arterial blood. Leaving nothing to chance, he hopped forward, knocking a weak spear thrust out of the way, and cleaved his blade into the already stricken man’s skull. 

Without hesitation, Max turned, running full tilt to the dark-skinned Mystic Spear Path student who was still struggling to get back up. Max sailed forward in the air, all of his body weight behind the strike as he kicked the remaining spearman in the face with bone-shattering force. The man’s head snapped back so hard it hit the pavement and bounced up.

Max came down with his full weight behind the hilt of his sword to the man’s forehead. There was a sick crunch. To continue being thorough, Max grabbed the man’s bloody hair, took a step back, and drove the point of his sword up through the man’s chin and into his brain. He kicked the body off of his weapon.

Then he stood back warily, sword at the ready, watching the alley, but nobody else was following. This time there hadn’t even been any onlookers that he’d seen. But he figured others’ curiosity might overcome their fear if he didn’t move his ass. He’d likely have an audience soon.

So wasting no time, he went to each body, killed in self-defense, and began to methodically taking each man’s weapons, money, and clothing. The moment he grabbed their money bag, it disappeared. All three dead enemies had at least a knife in addition to their spear. He wasn’t sure how the one man had conjured another spear, and he could only find the one. The spear that had been thrown was nowhere to be seen.

A system message popped up:

Congratulations on defending your life. You have been awarded a total of one thousand four hundred and thirty-six spirit stones from your attackers.

How much did you get? asked Lavinia.

“Almost one thousand five hundred,” said Max out loud. He bundled up the clothing as best he could and said, “You know, I got pretty lucky that the person that killed me at the Mystic Spear Academy destroyed my entire body, huh?”

Yup. Maybe something to keep in mind in the future, too. As she spoke, the bodies in the alley began to disperse.

Max was amused that the system in the Quartet kept attacker bodies around longer, basically letting a survivor loot an attacker more easily, all of which to theoretically discourage non-duel violence. Max had used it to his benefit this time, though.

But he felt like time was working against him if he was going to make it out of the central area alive with all of the money he’d made. Being rich would be less of a win if he had to spend another week or more dead.

“Let’s get the hell out of here.”


FORTY


Max left the alley and headed straight for the portion of the central area where weapons and armor were sold. He felt conspicuous as hell carrying his loot, especially the three long spears. Luckily, he didn’t have to go far. Even though he hurried, he still attracted a few curious glances.

Once he was on the main street with the weapon shops, he went to the store where he’d done business before.

Amy was working again, which was probably a lucky break. She also seemed to pick up on the fact that today, Max was all business. He tried to project that he didn’t want to engage in small talk or make up excuses or explain how he’d come by all the weapons he sold.

He managed to offload all the spears and most of the knives that he’d obtained from the Mystic Spear Path students he’d just killed. He only kept one knife for utility. None of the gear had been exceptionally high quality, but selling it all together had netted him six hundred mana units. He was pretty sure he hadn’t gotten a very good deal and also pretty sure that Amy knew he knew, but he didn’t really care at this point. Max got a feeling she knew that, too. Despite the fact they were friendly with each other, she was still obviously very good at her job. He figured it’d be good to keep that in mind the next time he dealt with her.

As he left the shop with even more money in his pouch, he shook his head, thinking about how the system protected these sorts of stores. Otherwise, crooked upperclassmen would have robbed them all blind by now. At least, Max assumed so.

A small, greedy voice in the back of Max’s mind wanted to stay, wanted to keep making money off of hot-headed idiots.

He was fairly confident at this point that he could deal with first- and second-year Mystic Spear Academy students. But there could always be exceptions. Not only that, there were more advanced, more powerful students. Word was going to spread really fast that he had just appeared in the central area and left three body-shaped blood pools in an alley.

He thought of how the man who’d killed him in the Mystic Spear Academy had destroyed his body so badly nobody had been able to loot it. Max didn’t run into that guy. At least not yet.

Should I stay? No.

Logic prevailed. The longer he stayed, the more risk he’d be in. If he died, he had no idea how long he’d stay dead. If he was dead, he couldn’t plan, couldn’t do anything to fix his situation. That train of thought led to how he had been hiding his combat abilities with Lavinia’s summons so far. From now on, he decided to use them. Having an ace in the hole would matter less if he lost time from being dead.

Max made his way back to the Summoner Academy grounds.

When Max was almost at the Summoner Academy gate, he heard running footsteps behind him. He turned to see a group of over ten students sprinting toward him. In the mob, he spotted Prince Regal. Max grinned. He was close enough to the gate now that he didn’t even need to speed up his pace to make it inside in time. He barely made it through the gate and the check-in personnel before anyone in Regal’s group could do anything but curse at him.

Max ignored them, secure in the fact he was on Summoner Academy grounds while the gate personnel watched the ongoings with their full attention. The nearby guard golems bristled.

One of the staff at the gate raised a wand. That made the Mystic Spear Path students back up, but they kept yelling at Max. “We’re gonna kill you, shitter! How dare you attack our academy? There’s nowhere you can go. There’s nowhere you can hide. You cowardly bastard! Come out here and face us!” 

Max made a funny face at all of them, turned around, and wiggled his ass in their direction. Then he pointed at Prince Regal and mimed choking and throwing up. He made a silly face and pretended to stab with an imaginary spear.

The Mystic Spear students and the Summoner gate personnel both looked at him in stunned silence.

Truly formidable, muttered Lavinia in his ear. 

Then he sauntered down the road toward the academy, raising a single hand with a single finger, flicking off Regal. Even if the other man didn’t know what the gesture meant, he most likely had to understand the feelings behind it.

Apparently the message communicated itself because Regal and his friends somehow got even more furious. They screamed insults and curses and even louder as Max walked away.

Some new, different commotion made Max turn again to watch.

To the sides, Max caught sight of motion and noticed some of the perimeter golems moving closer. The Mystic Spear Academy students must have noticed, too, and he saw one actually point. They began to back off again, but instead of quieting down, they somehow grew even angrier. Regal looked like he was about to throw up in sheer frustration and hate. Some of the others were shaking their spears at Max, describing in detail all the ways they were going to torture and murder him. Max blew them all kisses. And then he remembered a Drake song from back on Earth, played it back in his mind, and began dancing in the middle of the road.

Eventually, Max got bored of tormenting them, shrugged, spit in their direction, and began walking back to the Summoner Academy again. He watched them over his shoulder in amusement. This seemed to be the last straw for some of the Mystic Spear Path students, though. They went absolutely bonkers and slammed their spears against the ground over and over again, destroying their own equipment.

In the distance back in the central area, Max could see a group of people watching and some even approaching to get a better view of the drama. One of them was holding a crystal ball that Max now recognized as some sort of magic recording device. Once he’d seen it, Max waved at the recorder, who hesitantly waved back. One of the Mystic Spear Path students turned and saw what was happening before screaming at the recorder and angrily stalking toward them. It was absolute chaos.

The gate guards must have called for backup because not only were more golems outside the perimeter now, Max spotted two Summoner Academy professors hurrying over, one of them actually floating above the ground. As they passed him, one of them, a middle-aged woman that Max hadn’t seen before, snarled, “Get to the academy, troublemaker!” Max gave a bow at her retreating back before turning and doing exactly that.

The rest of his walk back to the academy was uneventful except for the occasional chuckle he could hear from Lavinia. The spirit was not even trying to hide her glee at all the heartburn Max had caused for the Mystic Spear Path students. As he neared the academy buildings, he saw a number of professors conspicuously outside and watching in the direction of the road to the central area. When they saw Max, they presented a number of different expressions, from amused to infuriated. He ignored them all.

He was still in a great mood when he got back into the academy. The only way he could possibly be in a better mood was if he was able to kill the bastard Wiley. That would have to wait, though.

There was still something important he had to do. He thought he had enough money to secure himself a rental apartment in the central area, but he didn’t know how good it would be, and doing so wouldn’t exactly be the safest option for him right now. 

Also, his short-term goals required that he stay in the Summoner Academy for now. Max headed toward the “alternative dorms,” where he was going to be staying for the rest of his time at the Summoner Academy unless he did eventually get a central area rental. Now that he was actually in this area of campus, he was a bit confused. He’d been envisioning something different than the reality. The alternative dorms didn’t look trashy or run down, or at least half of them didn’t. There were definitely several dorms of varying quality that all seemed to be part of the alternative area.

Max went into the first floor of the first alternative dorm he happened upon and noticed immediately that it was set up differently than the standard dorms. There was an upperclassman student in a reception area, but instead of an open and inviting desk, it was more like a…medieval bank teller set up. The receptionist was protected.

On top of that, inside the protection, Max saw a couple of golems similar to the ones he’d seen on the perimeter of the academy grounds. It didn’t take a rocket scientist, or a reincarnator for that matter, to figure out that the student could use the golems as enforcement.

Max walked up to the desk and politely said, “Hello, my name is Max Cunningham. I’ve been told that I’m going to be living in the alternative dorms from now on.” 

The bored-looking student, a round-faced man with short hair, held up a hand and began flipping through some papers on the desk. He apparently found what he was looking for and said, “Yes, oh that’s right, you’re that kid that was starting fights with the spear idiots. Well, there’s four alternative dorms. They vary in cost. The one you’re in right now is free. There’s a twenty mana unit maintenance fee to officially get a private room in the second dorm. That one has an attendant on every floor. This dorm only has me on this bottom floor. The third dorm has a hundred unit maintenance fee every five years. Those rooms are much larger and have golem attendants on each floor meant to defend the residents and also prevents any fighting. And lastly, the fourth dorm has a one thousand mana unit fee to pay for upkeep and earn residency. In that dorm, a resident gets an entire floor to themselves in addition to concierge services, and each floor comes standard with high security and personalized locks.”

The student recited all of the rates with the air of it being memorized, and like he expected Max to take the free dorm.

Max asked, “How much does it cost to get a secure lock on my room in any of the other dorms, or the first three, I guess?” 

Even though the man was not hiding that he thought Max was broke, he still answered. “It’s ten mana units to get a door lock and make your room secure in the first dorm. It’s twenty mana units in the second dorm, fifty mana units in the third dorm, and the last dorm already comes with it, although if you spend an extra hundred units, you’ll get two more guard golems for your entrance.”

With a pleasant tone of voice, Max said, “I would like to get a room in the fourth alternative dorm, and I will go for the extra two golems. Who do I need to pay or talk to about making this happen?” 

The man stared at Max and said, “Are you joking?” 

“Nope, serious as a heart attack.”

“Stop messing around. You’ve got to be joking right now,” said the man. He hesitated and looked around. “But just in case, those dorms are all first come, first served. If there’s any room available right now, you would have to talk directly to the golem on duty outside.”

Max nodded politely and left the dorm, heading for a much larger building to one side that also seemed better built—the fourth and largest building that he assumed was the last of the alternative dorms. Now that Max knew more about how some of the other academies ran, he could guess what kind of students some of these alternative dorms had housed before. Namely, students who were rich enough or well-connected enough to not follow the rules.

He shook his head. Max could imagine that, with as bad of a reputation as Summoners had, many students from established worlds, or with wealthy parents, would have taken steps to avoid “randomly” getting chosen to be a Summoner. Although the angels were very unlikely to be corruptible, all a Challenger really needed was enough advancement on any other Path to go to that Quartet automatically.

But if that was the case, why have such expensive alternative dorms in the first place? Max remembered Lavinia’s theories, that Summoners used to be stronger. The alternative dorms situation was definitely a bit of evidence that things used to be different for Summoners.

As Max got closer to the dorm, he stopped thinking about unpleasant things or feeding more fuel to his rampant speculation and instead approached the first golem guard that he could find to ask if any of the posh rooms were available.


FORTY-ONE


It was somewhat unsurprising to learn from the golems that all of the most expensive rooms were empty. In fact, for Max, it was more eyebrow-raising that the golem spoke with such a normal, human-sounding voice. He’d been expecting them all to sound robotic, maybe echoey or mystical sounding, or perhaps even like the grinding of rocks together. Instead, the first golem that he talked to had introduced itself as Bob and very politely informed him of the room’s cost and availability.

The building was seven stories tall, and Max gave some serious thought to what floor he wanted to be on. On one hand, being on a high floor would give him a better view and theoretically better security. However, the ground floor would be much more convenient, and all of the rooms were supposed to come with really great security anyway—regardless of floor. Max eyed the stairs and thought about it for a while. Finally, he said, “I would like to take a room on the bottom floor, please.” 

The golem said, “Bottom floor. Understood.”

Then Max added, “I would also like to include the extra one hundred stones in order to have extra guards.” 

“Understood,” said the golem. “Please pay using Quartet-standard mana units.” 

Max pulled mana units out of his money pouch and just kept handing them over. Meanwhile, the golem somehow kept making them disappear. Max was curious if the golem would try cheating him. Apparently not, because it eventually said, “That is enough, sir. Thank you for your prompt payment. Please tell me your name and hold out your hand to be scanned.” 

“It’s Max Cunningham.” 

Then the golem produced a stone wand similar to the ones that Max had seen all the professors using so far. It scanned him. That done, the magic construct did something with the door behind it, even running the stone wand over the door in a complex pattern. Max watched silently, and finally, the golem said, “Your new room is ready, sir. Whenever you need something, just please come out and ask a golem attendant.”

Max entered his new room, and his jaw dropped in amazement. He’d known that it would be much nicer than his original room. He had also known intellectually that having an entire floor to himself would be much larger, even in a smaller building than the other dorms. However, the reality of how much better his new accommodations were made him momentarily speechless. When he’d collected himself, he said, “Is this a sitting room?” 

“Sure is,” said Lavinia, “and it looks like it’s made of nothing but expensive materials, too.”

She popped into visual sight in front of Max, acting like she was walking around the place, inspecting every surface. “Wow! Just the sitting room is better than the regular dorm rooms. You could put some blankets on that couch over there and this would be fantastic.”

Max nodded dumbly, but then he cocked his head in confusion. “There’s no door out.” 

Lavinia pointed at a flashing circle on the wall and said, “You probably need to inspect that first.”

Max approached the circle and studied it for a while, but nothing happened. Finally, he remembered how the staff were always touching his hand with stone wands and realized the circle on the wall was the same diameter as the stone wands were. He placed his hand on top of it, and a new window popped up in his vision. 

Congratulations and thank you for your purchase of your executive-level dorm at Summoner Academy! This is a modular accommodation. You may choose the layout and rooms that you would like.

He quickly relayed what he’d seen to Lavinia, and the ghost girl gasped in delight. “Well, hurry up and start decorating! I want to see the rest of this place!” 

Max grumbled a bit, but he was excited, too. He went through the menus and eventually settled on a layout that he liked, listed as 5D. It included a master bedroom, a master bath, a guest bedroom, guest bath, hallway bathroom, and three other rooms. He liked keeping all the rooms really large. With large rooms, even with clutter around the outside he’d still have plenty of working space in the center.

“Is this really best?” he wondered. After going over the menus a few more times, he shrugged. “Screw it.” Max hit “Accept” on the screen, and in less than five seconds, there was suddenly a door on the wall, presumably to the rest of his residence. 

“You going through the door?”

“Not yet. Going to decide what my three bonus rooms will be first…” Max turned to his contracted spirit. “Lavinia, I’d like to get your opinion on something, please.” 

“I’m listening.”

Max explained what he’d done and read the long list of potential room options out loud to her. He said, “I’m already planning on making one room a martial study room, basically like a practice room that can double as a gym. But what about the other two?”

The ghost paused. “My suggestion is to make the second room a general magic utility room.”

“Okay.” Max didn’t really have much else to say and keyed the first selections into his screen. The last option was still open, though. “What about the last one?” he asked. 

Lavinia fidgeted before saying, “Actually, I’d like to ask a favor for that one.” 

“Really? Just say what you want.” 

“Uh, okay.” Lavinia hesitated again before saying, “Could you choose the option for the empty, pitch-black room?”

Max blinked. “What? Are you serious?” 

“Of course I am.” Lavinia gave him a withering look. “It’s not a joke. I can’t really explain it well, but that option is there for a reason. Spirits don’t really sleep like humans do, and some never even try to rest. But I can remember being human, and sometimes it brings me comfort just to…” She hesitated. “To just not be doing something or thinking about anything for a while. Having a dark room is the closest that I will ever get to real sleep. That is one of the reasons why the room next to your first one probably had so much spirit activity. No student had been living in there for a long time.”

Max smiled and shrugged. “All right. No problem.” He keyed the Empty Pitch Black Room into his last entry and hit accept. Then he exchanged a look with his contracted spirit. He entered his new residence for the first time.

The interior of Max’s new home was beautiful, and he wondered if each high-end dorm was the same inside or if they had individual or unique decor. He suspected the latter, because the floor had inlaid art—the Summoner Academy badge logo—but it looked like it had been made with thousands or maybe even millions of tiny precious stones. The walls were a cool, soothing gray and the floor a beautiful white marble. The ceilings were dark wood, almost like Earth bog wood, except too large. Max had no idea what the material actually was.

He went straight to the very back of the dorm and decided to amend his thinking. This was not a dorm; it was a swanky condo. When he checked out his master bedroom, he grinned like an idiot as soon as he saw it. He had not experienced opulence like this since his heyday on Albion. The bedroom was bigger than the house he’d grown up in on Earth, and Max definitely appreciated the massive bed set to one corner of the room. There were walk-in closets, and the master bath had a small utilitarian shower, but also a giant tub with dials that Max decided to experiment with later. It kind of looked like a magic version of a high-end hot tub back on Earth.

The guest bedroom was not nearly as large as his own but still very nice. He was pleased to see that there was not only a large bed but also several futons around the room, so if necessary, quite a few people could stay here. The guest bathroom was across the hall from the guest bedroom.

He’d already walked by the door to the third bathroom, so he backtracked and checked it out. It was still opulent, but not as impressive as the first two he’d seen. Where it was located was perfect for guests to use if he was entertaining company.

Next, Max went to check on the last three rooms he’d chosen. He marveled that the system had been able to generate—or perhaps configure—this new condo so quickly. 

The magical studies room had an altar to one side, a large work table, what was basically a big desk in one corner, and various mystical paraphernalia around the entire room. There was a suspended rack in the middle of the room for hanging or storing herbs and other things. Plenty of storage was included for keeping artifacts or tools of different mystical disciplines. 

Max especially appreciated the large number of lamps with flexible bases scattered around the walls of the room so that he could have direct light on any project he was working on. There was a mat in one corner for meditation, and incense burners were recessed into the wall at various places. Max hadn’t seen any room dedicated to the magical arts look this nice while also being this utilitarian since he’d visited the Rugustus Academy in Albion.

Next, Max checked out the martial arts room and gym. It basically looked exactly how he figured it would, albeit with fancier walls and ceilings. An empty room with pads and weapon racks and weights in one corner was pretty much the same in any part of the universe. 

The last bonus room, the dark room, Max did not open. He turned to Lavinia and said, “As far as I’m concerned, this is your room. I won’t ever go in here unless it’s an emergency. You’ve helped me a lot, and I have a feeling you’re going to help me even more in the future. So I want to give you this room and be respectful of your privacy as a thank-you.”

Lavinia didn’t reply, just nodded. Max went back to his bedroom and was checking out the desk when Lavinia came back. Max sat down in his desk chair and raised an eyebrow. The ghost girl must have been thinking about something because she forgot to pretend to walk and was merely floating toward him. 

“Did you like your room?” said Max. 

“Yes, very much,” she said. “Thank you. I can tell you that based on all of my senses this new home of yours is completely secure. If I was not contracted with you and didn’t have your implied consent to enter and leave, there is no way I would have been able to get into this place.” 

“Good to know,” said Max. He leaned back in his chair and said, “So I have a question.” 

“Yes?”

“I was doing some mental math, and I just went through my money bag, but it’s too much for me to count right now. At least that’s what I thought until this popped up.” He pointed in the air and said, “You can’t see it, but there’s a screen up here that tells me I have exactly three thousand five hundred sixty-four mana units. I know that I got six hundred from selling weapons, I got five hundred from my duel in the central area, and I got one thousand four hundred sixty-four from self-defense in the central area. I also got two thousand one hundred from my very first self-defense fight. So the total before I paid for this place was four thousand six hundred sixty-four. I paid one thousand one hundred, that leaves me with three thousand five hundred sixty-four. 

“And all of this sounds like a lot of money, but I get to keep this up for seven years, right?” He frowned. “One thousand mana units is only like one thousand meals, maybe three thousand at cheap places. Like, if I convert that into dollars back on Earth, that’s not a small amount of money, but it’s not enough to afford all this, either.” He waved around him.

“If one mana unit was five or ten dollars, then a thousand mana units would only be five thousand or ten thousand dollars. I don’t get it.” 

Lavinia shook her head and said, “You’re thinking about it the wrong way.”

“What do you mean?”

“The biggest mistake you’re making is thinking about mana units like cash in the first place. Unless you live in the central area, people don’t need much money. And even in the central area, the people living there don’t actually eat the same meals that the rich students eat from the academies. Instead, they have grocery stores and things like that, too. Back on Earth, is it more expensive to eat at home or at a restaurant?” 

“At a restaurant,” said Max.

“Exactly. Not only that,” said Lavinia, “most students in each Quartet are going to eat for free at the cafeteria. And more importantly, one mana unit does not have the same value as a plate of food. Not really. Mana units are mostly used by students for equipment, not luxuries. And you’ve got to remember that for most students, the most they can possibly, probably save up before the end of any year is maybe around thirty mana units. And that’s if everything goes right and they don’t have to spend too much on other things. So from that perspective, two years of mana units saving up would get you what?” 

Max nodded slowly. “Maybe a low-level weapon.”

“Correct,” said Lavinia. “And sure, students can earn much more money if they’re going into dungeons, but that’s usually not something that people really start tackling until third year. And by third year, if a student truly wants better living accommodations, they could probably just get them in the central area since it would be more convenient for dungeon runs anyway. How many third- or fourth-years are going to want to spend a thousand mana units just to get a really nice dorm like this one when they’re going to barely be at the Summoner Academy much anymore?”

Max ran his hand through his hair. “This is really strange to think about.” 

Lavinia nodded. “Yes, I know that it’s a little different. But still, the amount of mana units that you spent to stay in this room is way outside the means of any regular student. Of course, it’s not outside the means of some of the Mystic Spear Path students you killed, obviously.”

“I see your point,” said Max. Then he changed the subject. “So I checked everything out, and the magic room looks really interesting. Is that going to help me learn how to be a Summoner?” 

“Yes,” said Lavinia. “It’s also important for you since you’re not going to be attending school anymore, or at least not the way you used to be. I don’t know how many classes you want to sign up for or what classes you want to take, but honestly I can probably teach you enough that you don’t need many of them. And since it will be one-on-one tutoring, it will take a lot less time. You might still have to buy some of the books for class, though, and most of them should be available from the student store. Even if you’re not enrolled in a particular class, there’s a large discount for Summoner students to buy course books or to rent them. It’s like ten times more to buy them than to rent. And if you rent, you only get it for the semester.”

Max nodded silently, making a mental note to check out the student center. He hadn’t really been there yet, mostly spending his time in the library before classes started. “Seems pretty straightforward to me,” he said. “So you really think you can teach an idiot like me?” 

“Idiot. Right.” Lavinia rolled her eyes and gave him a pointed look. “I figure if you become a powerful Summoner, it might also help it comes to your other discipline, too.” 

“Uh-huh,” said Max. He’d forgotten for a moment that even though Lavinia didn’t know all of his secrets, she knew far more about him than anybody else in this Quartet.

Lavinia disappeared again, presumably to look at her dark room. Max started passing the time by reviewing his notes.

He was studying what he’d written about Summoner Lore when he heard a loud chime. “What was that?” he asked. 

The ghost girl appeared. “I don’t know,” said Lavinia. 

When the chime sounded again, suddenly Max heard one of the golems’ voices out of nowhere like an intercom that existed everywhere and nowhere at once. The golem said, “Sir, you have a visitor.” 

Max exchanged looks with his contracted spirit. “Let’s see who it is, shall we?” 

Lavinia just nodded her head. She followed after him, still visible, and said, “You even have a doorbell?”


FORTY-TWO


Max went to the front door, curious about who it could possibly be. He wasn’t even sure who would be aware that he had just purchased this dorm. The uncertainty made him extra wary. Golem guards outside were nice, but he still wasn’t sure exactly how powerful they were.

He opened the door and saw a man who looked very familiar, but it took him a second to jog his memory. Finally, he realized who the professor standing before him was, right as he also heard Lavinia gasp. Max quickly dipped his head. “Hello, Headmaster, what brings you here?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that sort of thing right now, young man,” said Mong Hao Han, the Headmaster of Summoner Academy. “This is merely an unofficial social call.”

“Oh, well… Please come in,” Max said. Mentally, he asked Lavinia, This is really the headmaster, right? There’s no way this could be somebody in disguise or something like that?

The ghost girl shook her head, her eyes wide. No, it’s really him, she replied.

Max sat in one of the comfortable chairs in his sitting area, and the headmaster sat across from him. Mong Hao Han said, “I can imagine you’re probably wondering why I came here to talk to you, especially since you just moved here to the alternative dorms. Meeting with Dean Dalton was likely less than pleasant.” He made a complicated expression. “I apologize for that.”

“Okay,” said Max. He quickly adjusted his thinking, forcing his mind to move. “Thank you for that. I appreciate it.”

The headmaster smiled. “See, this is why I knew I was going to like you, Max, even before I met you like this. I’ve been reading a number of reports on you, and I appreciate somebody with the courage to be straightforward. So I’ll be straightforward with you, too.”

The Summoner headmaster sighed and put both hands on top of one knee. He raised an elegantly groomed eyebrow. “I am tired of Summoners being treated like the trash of all Challengers. Our reputation is terrible, and as a Path, we get no respect. It’s completely shameful, and it shouldn’t be like this. Summoners should not be weak. What we can do is versatile and difficult to counter by monsters and many other Paths.

“For instance, even though we have a range limit on how far our spirits can act away from us, it’s still something they can do. A sneaky Summoner has the ability to easily assassinate many monsters and even other Challengers. Summoners can drive enemies mad or even make them dead to the world, easy to kill. A sufficiently powerful Summoner can bring an entire group of enemies to their knees and have other spirits dispatch them, killing without ever lifting a finger. But…none of these skills translate well to tournament fights between Paths.

“And the gradual weakening of available spirits for new Summoners has not made matters better.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Probably not something to burden you with right now. But our Path will not grow to where I believe it could unless we get more resources. Resources require recognition, and recognition requires action.

“So I want to tell you that not only am I actually proud of you for standing up to the Mystic Spear Academy, but I’m rooting for you, and I wish I could support you. Unfortunately, I can’t do so openly.”

Max was super surprised to hear what the headmaster was saying, shocked to his toes, but he recovered quickly. Although part of his astonishment was how closely everything the headmaster said aligned with Lavinia’s theories, it helped that he was not hearing these ideas for the first time. Gathering himself, he said, “I just had to pay for this room out of pocket, and now I have enough demerits to have to pay for everything as long as I’m here. If I hadn’t done what I did, I probably would have been hunted down over and over with nobody doing anything to help me. If you recognize that Summoners are weak and our Path is being suppressed, and you even think I was partially justified doing what I did, why can’t you support me openly?”

“Politics,” said the headmaster. “All politics.” He sighed and moved his hands to his other knee, settling himself in the chair. “Where the money and supplies come from to run each academy in the Quartet is far more complex an issue than probably anybody other than academy headmasters can truly understand. But suffice to say, there is an incredibly delicate balance at play.”

Max said, “Okay, I get it. So politics is a pain. Not everybody loves me, probably most people actually hate me. But you believe that without somebody like me rocking the boat, Summoners are going to be treated like trash forever. In fact, new Summoners might keep getting weaker, since it was likely Summoners were much stronger in the past. But reading between the lines, you’re either not sure why or you can’t say why.”

“That’s pretty much it. It’s a strange thing to have some power but also feel so powerless to help my students,” said the headmaster. He shook his head and chuckled without humor. “But I need you to do something for me.” When he saw Max’s expression, he smiled and held up a hand. “Of course, if you’re doing something for me, I’m going to do something for you. Max, you are probably the only real chance our academy has this year to do well in the Quartet competition. If it’s you, maybe you can even go farther than our Quartet. But in order to qualify, you need to have at least one class you are actively enrolled in. I am going to help waive one of your classes for each semester. Here.” He handed a blue chip over to Max. “If you give this blue chip to a professor, it counts as tuition for one semester. But this has to be our secret. You can’t tell anybody but the professor you give this to.”

He handed over a note, too. “This note has a list of professors I believe will understand what’s happening once they see this chip and we can trust to keep their silence. Dispose of this list once you memorize the professors on it. Do you understand?”

“I think so,” said Max slowly. “But what do I get out of this?”

“Well, what do you want?” 

“For starters, I want a better library pass,” said Max. “I can’t even go to most of the levels, much less read the books I’m actually looking for.”

“Done,” said Headmaster Mong Hao Han. He flourished one hand, and a card appeared between his fingers. Then he said, “May I?” and pointed at Max’s school badge. Max nodded, and the professor touched the card to his badge. To Max, nothing seemed to change, but the professor nodded in satisfaction. He said, “There you go. Now you have a pass that should allow you to access about two-thirds of the library.”

“Why not the full thing?”

“Because some levels are not open to students. But those levels are records and such. Trust me, what you have now is what you are seeking.” 

“Okay, fine. Thank you,” said Max. “The second thing I want is a pass to go to the dungeons whenever I want.”

This time, the headmaster cocked an eyebrow and didn’t immediately accept the demand. He said, “That’s awfully dangerous, Max. If you get killed, you’re not much use to me in the future competition.”

“That’s true. But I need to grow and get stronger if I’m going to win. Some of the Mystic Spear Path students are…formidable. I saw it firsthand. Not only that, it’s not like I want to die, and there’s always the possibility that I could be murdered by Mystic Spear Path students before a competition anyway. If you give me the ability to get stronger on my own, there’s less chance that anyone will be able to take me out. Not only that, from the politics perspective, I highly doubt that all the instructors who hate me are going to have any problem with me going to dungeons since it might kill me for good.”

The headmaster tapped his chin thoughtfully and said, “Okay, I’m going to think about it for the next few seconds. Do you have anything else that you want?”

“I thought so.” He paused. Max knew that asking for much more might be pushing it, since the headmaster had to know that there were other benefits for Max participating in the Quartet competition. So he said, “I don’t suppose you can help me by gifting me a really powerful spirit, can you?”

“Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that.”

“I thought so. All right, then lastly, I just want you to owe me a favor. One that you can reject, of course.”

“A favor,” said the headmaster. “We don’t even know what a favor is going to be worth from me in another year or two.”

Max grinned and said, “I have many faults, but lack of self-confidence is not one of them. If I fight for the Summoner Academy, I believe that I can improve its reputation. Even though you’re being cagey about it, I’m assuming that wherever resources that the academy receives come from, if Summoners do better in the Quartet competition, you will have more options. So I will be directly helping you get a better position, more authority, more reach. Granted, this is all an assumption, but if it’s true, I can help you a lot more than you can currently help me. Hence, I want a favor I can call in later.”

The headmaster belly laughed and said, “Well said. Okay, fine. I’ll agree to all of it. As soon as I get back to my quarters, I will make sure that the central area authorities know that you have unlimited clearance for the dungeons.” He pointed at Max and winked. “And I will owe you a favor.”

“Sounds good,” said Max. The two of them chatted for a couple more minutes without saying anything important. And eventually the headmaster left. Max didn’t know whether to salute or shake his hand when the older man was leaving. So instead he just gave a little wave. 

Once the door was shut, he sighed and turned to see Lavinia standing there, her voice barely a whisper. “He could see me. He knew exactly where I was.”

“Really?” asked Max. 

The ghost girl nodded and then shook her head. “That man was the most powerful Summoner I have ever met in my life. He came to the academy about a hundred years ago, and I’ve never been this close before.”

Max sat in the chair he’d been in before and looked quizzically at Lavinia. “How could you tell he was so powerful?” he asked.

“It’s hard to explain unless you’re a spirit. And of course, most spirits could not understand, much less articulate. But I guess the best way to explain it is…your headmaster had contracted spirits with him that were so strong I couldn’t even see them. I could barely sense they were even there.”

“Wow,” said Max without conviction. She’d been right; he didn’t understand. He said, “So, speaking of Summoners, are you going to teach me to be one now?”

“Actually, yes,” said Lavinia. She gave Max a sharp look. “You do understand that I am actually somewhat frightened right now, right? In all my hundreds of years, this is the first time I’ve actually met a Summoner who—” She stopped speaking for a second and then more quietly said, “Actually makes me nervous.”

“I don’t get it. If he’s powerful, doesn’t that just mean he has more powerful spirits?”

Lavinia shook her head and said, “One of the things I discovered in my research of Summoner history when I was alive is that some Summoners supposedly used to have unheard-of abilities. They were reportedly so powerful, they could actually rip the spirits from other Summoners or they could see and locate spirits anywhere in the world and force them into servitude. If the records I found were to be believed, ancient Summoners were powerhouses and some of the most powerful Challengers the universe had ever seen. Summoners nowadays and what they can do are nothing compared to what I read. Imagine a Summoner with thousands, or even millions, of spirits, all undying, difficult for others to stop or even interact with.”

“So where did you find these books?” asked Max.

“Most of them I stole,” said Lavinia without an ounce of embarrassment. “But I found a few as well. In fact, one I found in one of the dungeons.”

“You found a book in a dungeon?” asked Max incredulously.

Lavinia nodded. “That’s right, you haven’t been in any dungeons yet, so you have no idea what they’re like. I suppose we’ll eventually be going in together. If you’re lucky, you might even be able to continue some of my research. Speaking of research, though, some of the things that I discovered while alive were ways that Summoners could find new spirits and actually search for spirits to contract with. One reason I told you that you should have a magic workroom is so I could teach you this technique. Then maybe you could improve your fighting power quicker as well.”

“That sounds good to me,” said Max. 

“So you really want to start now?” 

“There’s no time like the present. Let’s go.”

The two of them moved to Max’s brand new magic workroom. Lavinia instructed him on the pattern to draw on the floor in chalk and how to align his energy. Then Max had to clear his mind and “call.” As he meditated, Max thought that he almost felt like he was back on Earth, trying to find a random chat room with somebody he’d like to talk to. It was frustrating. He could feel a light touch from a spirit or hear a word here or there, but nothing truly connected. It was like trying to grab somebody’s hand from a moving car. While blindfolded.

After about an hour of this, Max stood up in frustration. He grumbled, “This is mentally exhausting. I think I’m at my limit.”

“That’s okay,” said Lavinia. “Just the fact you were able to understand and grasp the technique is a good start. You should get better at it, and more importantly, there’s an element of luck here. It’s like fishing. This technique is how I was able to meet and establish contracts with my summons.”

Max sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe I’ll get lucky late, then. Thank you for teaching me.” Then he went to his bedroom, and before closing the door, he said, “I’m going to check my closet to see my clothing situation. Hopefully, I have other clothes that came with this expensive dorm. If so, I’m going to change. Then I’m going to work out. So stay out there, okay?” 

As he closed the door, he barely heard Lavinia mutter, “Gosh, what a prude.”

Max shook his head and went to his closet. He was delighted to find that instead of just Summoner Academy robes, there actually were a few tracksuits and other basic sets of clothing there. He looked around his massive bedroom with his stocked closet and allowed himself a smile.

Now he had direction. He’d acquired some power. But most importantly, he was acquiring resources and contacts.


FORTY-THREE


Max woke up and didn’t know where he was at first. The room was far too large and opulent. It felt like his old life was overlapping the present, giving him a strange case of vertigo. He stayed very still. After a few moments, the events leading to him acquiring this massive new dorm came back.

He got up and appreciated his new bedroom all over again. It was spotless, and now he knew it always would be. But before falling asleep, he had gone into the menus and discovered that a cleaning service was included with his purchase of the suite. There were no human servants, so he assumed it had something to do with bound spirits.

Max got ready for the day. And once he had dressed and left his room, Lavinia appeared outside in the hallway. “So,” she said, “what’s the plan today, boss?”

After Max adjusted the sword on his belt, he said, “Today, I’m going to do what the headmaster asked and make sure that I keep at least one class.”

“Do you still remember all of the names on the paper he gave you yesterday?”

“Sure do. And luckily one of the professors on it was one whose class I wanted to stay in anyway.”

“Really? Well, that worked out,” said Lavinia. 

“Yeah, even though I didn’t know many professors, all the ones I liked were on the list. Probably not that much of a coincidence if you think about it. That bitchy dean I met was definitely not on the list.” Max began walking to the other end of his dorm. “So today is Thursday, I think.”

“That’s right.”

“Probably for the best. So I think I’m going to go to the main office first. I remember that after students die, we’re supposed to check in with the main office after waking up again. I don’t know if people actually do this like they’re supposed to, but my circumstances are different. I seem to be on so many people’s shit list, I should probably actually follow the rules.” 

“Good thinking,” said Lavinia. “Pick your battles and all that.”

Max was wearing what he considered almost normal clothing, but definitely Albion-normal, not Earth-normal. He had on a pair of breeches and a fine tunic that he felt very comfortable to move in.

When he reached the main office, as he reached for the door, a beam of light connected his school badge. The brilliance had come from a recessed crystal in the wall. Almost immediately, he felt a sudden tension in the door handle release as it was unlocked for him.

Interesting security, he thought. This was a different building than he’d met Dean Dalton in, so he didn’t know his way around at first. Luckily, the building seemed to be configured in exactly the same way.

There was a desk with a man behind it who perked up when he saw Max approaching. He had what looked like a permanent quint but friendly eyes. “Can I help you?” he asked. 

“Yes, my name is Max Cunningham. First year. I died. In fact, I was murdered by Mystic Spear Academy students, and I just wanted to officially give notice that I’m alive again. Isn’t that all I need to do?”

“Oh, uh, yes,” said the man. He squinted deeper as if in thought before his eyes flew open in surprise. He bent to his paperwork and said, “That’s right! I actually have a memo about you. It’s been noted that you are alive so you are already in the system. Thank you for dropping by, though.”

“Of course.” Max inclined his head politely and left.

After leaving the building, Lavinia said in his ear, “What do you think that was all about?”

Max shrugged. He mentally sent back, No idea, but I think it’s safe to say that something happened and I was included somehow.

Lavinia switched to mentally projecting her words into his mind. Wow. I’m so proud and thankful for your amazing powers of deduction. Too bad you’re a Summoner. Otherwise you could have been a detective.

Yeah, yeah. Everyone’s a critic. He checked his tablet and said out loud, “Still plenty of time. Actually, I think I’m gonna go eat first.”

Oh, sure. Rub it in, why don’t you? Make the ghost who can’t eat anymore feel bad about it.

Max cocked an eyebrow. “That’s not what I meant, and I thought you weren’t a ghost.”

I’m not! But you’re still mean.

“Yeah, whatever. I’m pretty sure you’re just messing with me. Well, you’re trying to. Badly.”

Lavinia’s mental voice was sharp. Tsk. I bet I still made you worry you were being rude for a bit there!

“Not really. You are really not good at jokes, are you?”

“Dammit,” mumbled the ghost. Then her presence disappeared from his mind.

Max got to the cafeteria, and he was scanned in by a bored attendant just like he always had been before. However, this time the heavyset woman scanning him paused, and her eyes flickered up. “You will have to pay. The system says you have no balance. Do you want to open an account with the cafeteria?”

“Yes,” said Max.

“How much would you like to initially put on your account?”

Max thought about it and said, “How about one hundred units?” He reached into his money pouch and withdrew one hundred mana units before handing them over. The woman made a big deal of testing every unit with her wand before accepting them, and Max was glad there wasn’t a line behind him watching this entire thing.

Back on Earth, he’d been stuck in line behind someone using a check a few times. This situation would probably feel similar for people behind him.

Finally, he was waved through and given a slip that informed him that his meals would be automatically deducted from his account.

His tunic had a hood, so Max had chosen to wear what was effectively a ye olde hoodie to the cafeteria. And he kept the hood up while he got food.

He chose a dish that was fish of some kind, with a side of what looked like corn and some sort of fluffy bread that had seasoning in it. To Max, it was absolutely heavenly. As he finished up his meal, Max thought about how something as simple as eating could make him feel so much better. Even mopping up the last of the sauce with his weird bread was satisfying.

While he’d been eating, he thought about his current body and whether he could actually think of it as real. Then he started wondering why, if certain powers had the ability to transfer his soul to what was basically a cloned body that could be resurrected, that technology or magic wasn’t used in other ways. Like, why not use it over the rest of the universe to fight the monster invasions?

It was great that trainees in the Quartet could come back to life after dying, but what if warriors that went to their home worlds could also resurrect? Wouldn’t that mean the defenders would be guaranteed victory? Something in this whole equation didn’t make sense, but Max didn’t have enough information to…even know what he didn’t know at this point. The question was compelling, though. Max filed it away amongst his long list of mental questions he was determined to get answered eventually.

Once he was done eating, Max got up and left fairly quickly. Eventually, more students would know he was back. But he wanted to put that off until he’d gotten everything out of the way that was highest on his priority list. To that end, he checked the time on his tablet and saw that he had about two more hours to kill.

He briefly considered changing and then heading outside to work out. Then he remembered that he didn’t really need to anymore except for running and mana training. He had his super convenient dorm facilities now.

Max chuckled to himself. This new good fortune still hadn’t sunk in. He went back to his dorm, changed, worked out, showered, and changed back with plenty of time to spare. Then he headed toward the class he’d chosen to keep.

He’d timed his arrival for the end of class.

Max approached the building for his Basic Group Combat class. He waited and watched until he judged all of the students leaving had gotten far enough away. Professor Gravecall saw him coming out the door, and a complicated expression crossed the man’s face. He looked down at his tablet and then up at Max again. Now, his expression was even more complicated. 

Wordlessly, Max handed over the token that the headmaster had given him. After an examination, quick as a flash, Professor Gravecall made it disappear. He gave Max a deep look, albeit still a bit troubled. Then he gestured for Max to follow him into the classroom. He pointed at a chair for Max, and the professor sat behind his own desk.

“This is unexpected, but I am not complaining. I’m glad that you are still here and you are taking a class,” he said. “Some professors might be upset with me for being so straightforward with a student, but I don’t care. This is more important than misplaced ideas of decorum. More than ever before, I believe that we need you. The Summoner Academy needs you. Some people think that the Quartet competition is just a silly game or that we can afford to ignore it, but that is not the case.” 

Max slowly nodded and said, “I’m beginning to understand that myself.” 

Professor Gravecall sighed and steepled his fingers. “So like I said, I’m going to lay all my cards on the table. Based on reports I’ve gotten of your…activity…I think you would be best served by continuing to do whatever it is you’ve been doing to get stronger. It actually hurts me a bit to say that, but at this point, if you were to participate in this class, I think that it would actually prove detrimental to the other students. You are just too advanced compared to most of them. However, I am going to give you a couple of book recommendations that I’ll send to your tablet. Both are relevant to read so that you can do self-study and learn most of what I plan to teach this semester. How does that sound?” 

Max just nodded. He hadn’t known Professor Gravecall long at this point, but now he felt like he was starting to see the real man underneath the mask. He had no idea how old Professor Gravecall was. He might even be older than Max. A deep and profound weariness seemed to lurk behind the man’s eyes.

“I do have a question, though,” Max said. “If I don’t actually attend your class, how will I keep credit for being in good standing so I can participate in these competitions? There is bound to be inquiries and people trying to screw me over on this.”

“That’s a good question,” said Gravecall. “Luckily, it’s something I can easily solve. I’ll just have a simple quiz in class every once in a while, a homework quiz, that you can take on your tablet. I’ll weight it so passing the quizzes means not failing the class. And as long as you read the book that I suggest for you, each quiz will be simple. So this way you will always be passing even if you don’t attend classes.”

“Okay, but what about my team?” Max asked. He remembered the small group of people that he was supposed to be leading in this class before his life had begun getting crazy in the Quartet.

The professor said, “So far, I’ve been asking Gantry Pliss to watch after your team and his team while you’ve been gone⁠—”

Suddenly, the door to the classroom opened fully, and Gantry Pliss himself strode in, his expression firm. The white-haired man folded his arms and said, “I couldn’t help but overhear the last part of that as I walked up. Now Max, Professor, if you don’t mind, I think I have a right to be involved in this conversation, and I’d like to ask that we continue it at one of the training fields.”

Max turned to look at the professor. The tall man had a thoughtful look. Gravecall shrugged and said, “Why not?” Then he grinned at Max. “I hope you stretched today because I have a feeling that Gantry might be intending to challenge you.”

“Absolutely.” Gantry’s jaw firmed.


FORTY-FOUR


Max stood across the training field from Gantry, with Professor Gravecall to one side. The tall man had pulled a simple chair over from somewhere and was just watching Max and Gantry watch each other. Max had noticed other students heading in their direction or watching from a distance for a while now. It definitely wasn’t the entire class, but apparently a decent number of students had seen Gantry come back. Or maybe one of their spirits had alerted them of Max’s return like Gantry’s had. Max could imagine why the other students were curious, even if they didn’t know that it was him currently facing off against Gantry.

“Are you going to choose a weapon?” Gantry asked. Max made a face. He’d ignored the weapon rack when he’d first entered the field. Meanwhile, Gantry had grabbed a wooden sword with a worn handle that had likely been his training tool during all the classes Max had missed.

Max was mentally arguing with himself. On one hand, he had made the decision to start using his Summoner powers during fights. However, this wasn’t a real fight. It was just a duel. The best training took place during real battles. And he wasn’t even one hundred percent sure why Gantry wanted to fight him, although he did have some suspicions.

He mentally sent a question to Lavinia, and the spirit responded, Yes, you’re right that you have already practiced this stuff, but I think you’re underestimating duels. I think this is a perfect time for you to use your Summoner mojo. After all, even though the stakes are low here, you’re still facing a real opponent. Yeah, you might not get quite as good a training from it as a life-and-death situation, but I personally prefer the “crawl, walk, run” method versus your “crawl, sprint, crawl” style.

Max didn’t respond but mentally acknowledged her point and decided to follow Lavinia’s advice. That meant he wasn’t going to use a sword. At least he didn’t think so. But he also didn’t want to unnecessarily shame or insult Gantry. Max moved to the racks of training weapons, selected a short sword, and attached it to his belt. He’d already left his real weapon in the grass on the sidelines. Then he faced Gantry again.

“Much better,” said the other man.

By this time, more students had gotten close enough to see that Gantry was dueling Max. Some of the slower ones were excitedly jogging back to friends who hadn’t made it yet. Shit, thought Max. He didn’t mind an audience, but this all felt a little unnecessary. It also felt wrong to give away what he could do as a Summoner in front of more people, but he really did need to start using all of his abilities.

“Before we start,” said Max, “why do you want to duel me right now? Why the sense of urgency?” 

Gantry quirked a smile. “Only a short while ago, I dueled you and barely won. And now, you are getting a reputation—as a first-year—for having terrorized the Mystic Spear Academy to the point where policy has changed for the entire Quartet. I knew when I met you that you were exceptional, and I believe that you were able to do all the things I’ve heard you’ve done. But I still want to see it for myself. I need to know where I stand, relatively, so I can keep progressing. And even though it’s a selfish request, I believe that you would help me with this. We might not be real friends…but maybe we could be one day. And even if not, I’d like to think that we’re a team and probably will be for some time.”

Max was taken aback by the transparency and vulnerability in Gantry’s words and tone. In response, he just nodded, hoping that he’d understand. Apparently, the other man received the message. A ghost of a smile crossed his face. 

“Are you ready?” he said.

“Just a moment,” said Max. He glanced once more to the side and saw that more than half of the class was watching this duel. “Oh well,” he muttered.

Then Max mentally commanded Lavinia, Armor! Quick as thought, ectoplasm erupted all over his arms and legs, covering his limbs in ghostly plates. On his torso armor was a stylized dragon. When Max had practiced this armor generation with Lavinia, they’d both been somewhat surprised to find that one of Lavinia’s summons could do decorations like this. The spirit had some sort of deep affinity with dragons.

Max had noticed that Lavinia and her spirits grew less powerful the further away they were from him. That had led to wondering how to use spirits while as close to his body as possible. Armor had been developed from these brainstorms.

The armor could glow if Max willed it.

Gantry’s eyes flew open in surprise. But then he smiled and ruefully shook his head. The white-haired man drew his sword and began to close with Max. 

Their first duel hadn’t gone well, but this time, Max was an awakened Summoner. So he flicked open his third eye and was able to see shadows of Gantry’s spirits. Now he could witness how Gantry was being followed by a spirit subtly guiding his motions. The spirit had an aura of martial experience and battlefield knowledge. A couple more spirits also followed Gantry, hovering to the sides, and Max assumed they were responsible for the weird jerky movements the other man had used to beat Max before, or at least one of them was.

Max did not draw his sword and stalked forward to engage in the duel. But armed or not, Gantry was obviously not taking him lightly. The white-haired man took advantage of his weapon and longer reach to deliver a series of blistering strikes that would have been worrisome for Max before. Things were different now. Not only was he covered in armor, now he was a one-star mana body Blade Sorcerer. Max dodged the first two strikes and instructed his armor spirits to reinforce his arm before blocking the third with his forearm. The reinforcement hadn’t been necessary since Gantry was using a training sword, but Max had already decided to use this duel as a training opportunity.

The old saying, “Train as you fight,” was wise.

When he and Lavinia had come up with this usage of their power, one of its strengths was that there was plenty of extra ectoplasmic material that Max could call upon to strengthen various areas of his armor if he needed it. In actuality, his armor was composed of all of Lavinia’s spirits, manifested and interlocking together. So shifting mass from one area of the armor to the other was extremely simple. What’s more, the spirits could choose whether to raise or lower the mass of their ectoplasm. 

Mastering this skill was likely going to take Max a long time, but once he did, it would allow him to move much quicker in combat while still delivering more powerful strikes as if he was wearing heavy armor on that limb. If the mass of his arm armor was suddenly increased mid-swing, the strike would carry more power. Theoretically.

After Max blocked Gantry’s sword, he kicked out, catching Gantry in the chest. Max had pulled the strike enough not to seriously hurt the other man, just knock him back. But despite not being on Max’s level anymore, Gantry was still a talented warrior. The other man fell to the ground but rolled quickly, springing back to his feet with a slight assistance from one of his spirits. The move looked like something from a wire fu movie from Earth, and Max’s lips quirked in appreciation. 

He flashed forward while delivering a mental command to his armor spirits, strengthening both of his arms’ armor and giving himself reinforced, ghostly gauntlets. Before he closed, Gantry pivoted and delivered a nasty overhand chop. But Max parried with his bare hand. As he had done with his spirits in the Mystic Spear Academy, directly touching Gantry had allowed his spirits temporary direct access to the other man’s body. And although they were not very strong when used like this, they were still fairly close to Max and sometimes it didn’t take much power in the right place to make a difference. The new ectoplasm inside Gantry’s palm expanded, forcing his hand open. 

Max darted in and delivered an armored chop aimed directly at Gantry’s sword. As he did so, one of the white-haired man’s spirits tried pushing him to the side so his blow would miss, but Max had sensed the spirit and leaned into it, not allowing himself to deviate in the slightest. His chop caught Gantry’s sword, and the combination of his strike and the ectoplasm trying to force Gantry’s hand open caused the sword to fly away end over end. Then Max used boxing footwork to clear the gap in a flash, his elbow directed at Gantry’s throat. Before he actually impacted the other man, he stopped and backed off. 

Gantry had not moved from his position he’d been in when the sword had flown out of his hand. He was still blinking. Finally, he lowered his arm and gave Max a genuine smile. “I have never heard of a Summoner using their spirits that way.” He ruefully shook his head. “You probably have no idea how envious other Summoners have been of me for finding Indyus, a spirit with knowledge of being a sword master. And I’m eternally grateful to have contracted him. But what you did right now—” Gantry’s voice trailed off. He turned his head, then looked back. “Even Indyus has no idea what all that was.”

Max began to respond but was interrupted by clapping. Professor Gravecall stood from his chair, clapping both Max and Gantry on the shoulders. “That was fairly one-sided, but Gantry, never doubt yourself. Your performance was still excellent. Even since you’ve been in this class, I have seen you improve. You might always be able to find more spirits you can make contracts with, but the tools you have right now are helping you be a better skilled, deadlier fighter in the future. You are mastering the basics. And the basics will never fail us.”

Then he turned to Max and said, “I’m glad you are officially part of the class again, because there is no way we can lose you from the Summoner Academy team. I’m going to go directly to the headmaster right now and talk to him about this!” With that, Professor Gravecall turned and began walking away without further ado. 

Max blinked as he watched the eccentric professor leave. Lavinia mentally asked, Are you going to tell him that the headmaster already gave you his blessing? 

No, responded Max, because the payment I gave him before should have been from the headmaster. So he either isn’t thinking things through or there’s another reason for him leaving than the one he gave out loud. His eyes flicked around at his astonished classmates watching. He mentally sent, There are quite a few ears here.

Point taken, said Lavinia. 

Max met Gantry’s eyes and finished what he had been going to say before being interrupted by the professor. “Gantry, you said you don’t know what I did. Well, how about this?” He paused, and Gantry cocked his head in a silent question. Max continued, “We’ll figure out a time that works, and I can help train you in my martial art for a while.”

Gantry’s eyes widened in undisguised shock again. “Really?” he asked. 

“Yeah. But come closer.” Max turned to the small crowd of students who were watching and gestured for Gantry to come in closer. He whispered, “I can teach you, your team, and I want to teach my team from this class, too. That’s probably the max number of people that I can handle. But I’m only going to be taking this one class with Gravecall two days a week, if that. So I will have extra time. Anyway, there’s a lot of people watching right now. Do me a favor, please. Collect your people and my people and meet me later this afternoon somewhere private.”

Gantry’s eyes met Max’s. “When and where?” he asked. 

“I’ll keep in touch with you. Using my tablet. We can do that, right?” 

“Oh, yeah, that’s a good idea,” said Gantry. “Sounds good.” 

Max nodded before turning and walking away. He trusted Gantry to speak to the other students, and he really didn’t want to deal with some of the others that would be left out of training. At the end of the day, Max knew from his experience teaching martial arts on Earth that he would not be very good at teaching really large classes. In fact, the number he’d already accepted made him worry a little bit, but he was game to give it a shot. 

Without anything really pressing to do, he went to the cafeteria again. Now that he’d already opened an account with the cafeteria, it took far less time to be scanned through and pay for his meal. He realized as he was going through the line and deciding what to grab that payment must work like a buffet. Nobody seemed to care what he was eating, just that he’d shown up. He filed that fact away to verify later.

Max grabbed what looked like corn dogs, except the meat inside was steak of some sort. He also got a few pieces of bread and a slice of cake. It was nice to know that he could survive in the Quartet without food, but he had desperately missed eating while he’d been training out in the woods before. 

Everything had truly changed. He felt bittersweet about it. The days of allowing his edge to stay dull were gone, so Max kept track of his surroundings and maintained a wary eye. He noticed the reactions of students around him, more of which seemed to recognize him now. Some were obviously not happy to see him, but others looked at him with expectation or even respect. None of it fazed Max because he had received far stronger reactions in his first life.

He kept his face neutral but was frowning inside. Deep down, he’d been excited about the possibility of being a normal student in a school like this. It seemed it would not be his fate in this life, either.

After sitting down to eat, Max saw a person approaching that he’d been both looking forward seeing again but also dreading. He took a bite of his faux corn dog and chewed before the man walked up across from Max and sat down. 

“Hi, Lance,” he said. “I’m glad the Mystic Spear people didn’t kill you again.” That possibility had actually been on Max’s mind, but there hadn’t been much he could do about it before. 

Lance stared at him for almost five seconds before leaning back with a sigh and crossing his arms. “Max, you haven’t even been my friend for that long, but right now I’m trying to decide whether I should punch you in the face or give you a hug.”

Max gave a crooked smile and said, “Would it help if I told you that’s not the first time I’ve heard that?”


FORTY-FIVE


Lance tapped his finger on the table. “I’ll be real with you. I’m pretty frustrated.” 

“Okay,” said Max, “so how about you talk first and I’ll just listen while I eat?” Lance seemed to consider that and nodded his head. “I had some time to think about everything that happened, and given the situation, I think that you did everything you could for me during…I’ve been thinking of it as ‘the incident.’

“Also, I’ve been feeling kinda guilty about the fact that I introduced you to Wiley. It’s like, was I really that obviously the weakest link, the person to befriend first? By the way, I’ve tracked down where he’s staying and what classes he’s taking, but ever since news came out of what you did at the Mystic Spear Academy, he’s been lying low. My guess is he has someone running him food since nobody’s seen him in days.”

Max nodded at this. Lance continued, “So naturally I thought about how if I felt guilty that Wiley befriended me first, maybe because I was a little naive or an easier mark, then I figured you probably felt guilty that I got caught up in your beef with Regal. I’m not gonna lie, I still have nightmares.” Lance’s mouth firmed and his eyes got a haunted look. “I never could have imagined that anything could hurt so bad.”

He shook his head. “But you know what? It all made me realize something. Some people in the Quartet might think that the system allowing for dueling or even letting people get away with murder is because of lack of oversight. But I don’t think so. Now I am on the side of the people who think it toughens us up. It’s easy to forget sometimes that we are training for war. Worse, actually. Like, end-of-the-world shit. 

“After what I experienced in that alley, now the idea of fighting monsters isn’t quite as scary anymore.” He laughed hollowly. “Back on Earth, there’s this thing in movies and TV shows and stuff that humans can be the scariest monsters…but holy shit is it true. At least I think so now.

“So yeah, anyway, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and I’ve decided that there’s probably plenty of blame to go around. So it doesn’t matter. Honestly, the part that still pisses me off is that I have not seen you basically since I experienced getting stabbed a few times in that alley. I’d like to imagine that you have your reasons, but I’d also like to hear them now.” Lance steepled his fingers and stopped talking.

Max finished chewing his last bite and nodded thoughtfully. “Okay, that all sounded reasonable,” he said. “But you still want to punch me?”

“Absolutely,” said Lance without hesitation. “I know you were probably doing your own thing, but from my perspective, my new friend just got us dragged into literally feeling what it’s like to get murdered by sharp objects and then disappeared and avoided me until now.”

“Well, I wasn’t avoiding you,” said Max. “…not intentionally, anyway.”

“Yeah, that’s what I kept telling myself,” said Lance. “But it’s still good to hear it.” He ruefully shook his head. “I knew you were different when I first met you, but after all this stuff I’ve heard that you’ve supposedly done, like starting a terrorism campaign in the Mystic Spear Academy and actually killing a hundred students?”

“Well, it definitely wasn’t a hundred,” said Max.

“Just what the hell kind of life did you live before you came here?!” exclaimed Lance. Max laughed but didn’t answer. To avoid an awkward silence, he took another bite of his food and waited for Lance to speak again.

The other man finally said, “Look, we haven’t been friends that long and you probably don’t owe me much based on that, but this is a weird situation that we’re in, and there aren’t very many other people that I really relate to around here. Not only that, I’ve just had to wrap my mind around the fact that I was fucking murdered.” His voice trailed off in a hiss. “I have never hated anybody as much as I hate those Mystic Spear assholes now. I don’t like it. It feels like poison.

“But you know what? I can’t let it go now because I feel like maybe it’s important that I let that poison cook, you know? It’s fucking with my head. I’m starting to understand some of my military veteran friends back in Canada and some of the stuff they used to say.” Lance gave a crooked smile. “You know, not for the first time, I’m thinking I’m not really cut out for this sort of thing. And yet here I am. And I know that when we get back to Earth, I’m going to be responsible for saving other people. Responsible, me! Do you know that I can’t find any alcohol anywhere in the Quartet?” Lance chuckled hollowly. “I suspect the powers that be know that if everyone could liquor up, they’d have half the students here turning to raging alcoholics.”

Max continued to listen quietly. 

Lance said, “You know what else kind of messed with my head? After you were doing your own thing, and I was just going to classes after I came back to life like nothing had happened, and then finding out that Mystic Spear dickheads had tried to kill you when you’d just woken up…realizing that maybe that could have happened to me… But I didn’t have anybody to talk to about it. And I thought about trying to make more friends but ran into how freaking weird some of our classmates are and how they didn’t even know what a freaking television is.” He shook his head. “Like I said, I don’t think I’m cut out for this stuff, but at the same time, I don’t have a choice. For Christ’s sake, I’m Canadian. I’m not a psycho American like you.”

Max frowned. “Americans aren’t psycho.”

Lance raised an eyebrow. “Dude, America is an anthill. You guys have been involved in every major fight on Earth for like hundreds of years now. In the case of a world-ending, crazy monster threat, who is most likely to survive? America, with the most powerful military in the world, where people practice killing stuff for fun and half of you have guns, or…New Zealand?”

Max rolled his eyes but privately admitted that Lance had a point. However, he also knew that people were individuals. People came in all shapes and sizes and personalities. After an apocalypse event, when civilizations broke down, it could be a handful of powerful warriors more than anything else that held people together or made an area strong. Add the potential of magic to the mix and the most powerful countries on Earth could drastically change in the next few years of history…if the Earth still even existed by that time.

He kept quiet.

Lance seemed to understand that Max wasn’t going to take the bait. He sighed and said, “Okay, that’s probably enough venting from me, but this whole thing has been one of the most challenging times of my life. And then on top of everything else, I’m worried about my girlfriend and my kid and my family and my friends, and I know there’s nothing I can do for them right now other than to get as strong as I can. But on top of not feeling like I’m getting strong enough fast enough, I also have to deal with all these…mindbenders associated with getting murdered by thugs with spears.” Lance looked down at the table and stopped talking.

Max gathered his thoughts. He said, “Whether you think I’m at fault or not, I apologize for getting you pulled into all that stuff with Regal. I obviously didn’t intend it. I should have known better than to go into that alley, probably even the central area of the Quartet in general.”

“How could you have known that?” said Lance.

“I just should have known better. The central area can be a dangerous place for people who stand out and don’t have backing. And that alley was suspicious.”

“See, this is the kind of stuff I’m talking about,” said Lance, “because I believe you. But at the same time, we’re not that different in age, and we both come from Earth. Same continent, in fact. So it makes me wonder to myself, if I didn’t see any of this stuff—still don’t—how in the hell am I going to be of use to anybody when I get back to Earth?”

Max struggled, thinking about how to respond. He definitely wasn’t keen on talking about his past life, but he could understand Lance’s concerns. Saying the wrong thing at this moment might damage the other man’s spirit. But he didn’t quite know how to encourage him without sounding trite or giving away secrets he was unwilling to give. 

Finally, Max said, “Everybody has a different role, Lance. They’ve been telling us since we got here that Summoners can be great supporters for a team. Just remember that if you’re good support, you don’t need to be on the front line, but you can still make a huge difference. Experience will come. The most important things right now for all of us are probably a desire to improve. So instead of focusing on what you can’t do, I think it’s good to focus on what you can. Then maybe try to turn the stuff you can’t do into the stuff you can.”

“But I can’t do anything right now,” said Lance. “I’m a Summoner without any spirits.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I can help with that,” replied Max. He mentally asked Lavinia if he could teach Lance the method that she’d shown him for contacting spirits. 

Lavinia’s voice came back quickly. If he’s doing that stuff, then it could be putting him in even more danger. Remember what happened to me?

Max mulled it over for a second and said, “How about this? Whether you think we’re both at fault and I don’t owe you anything or not, I still feel like I pulled you into something that I should have known better than to get into in the first place. And I’m sorry if that comes across as condescending to you, but I’m just being honest. If you don’t want to take this as making that right, then just take it as a gift from one Earth native to another.”

“Okay, maybe I can accept that. I’m listening.” 

Max nodded. “All right, so there’s maybe two ways I can help you. The first is teaching you how to fight, specifically my style of martial arts. I’m already going to be teaching some folks that I know from the Basic Group Combat class, and I think I can handle one more student.”

“What’s the second way?” asked Lance. 

Max gestured for his friend to lean in closer and then said quietly, “I’ve been working on an experimental way to help find and create contracts with spirits more easily. If you promise to keep it a secret, maybe I can show you some of that later.” Then he leaned back and watched as Lance’s eyes grow distant, thinking. When he made eye contact with Max again, his gaze was resolute.

Lance said, “I will have to say no to the first part. At least for now. The martial arts.”

“Why?”

“I don’t think I’m ready. Like you just said yourself, you’re going to be teaching people from the Basic Group Combat class, but everybody in there has to already know how to fight, right? Well, I don’t know how to fight yet, and I don’t want to hold anybody back. But more importantly…” Lance paused, seeming to search for the words. “I want to know that I got to that first level by myself. Maybe it’s not…” His voice trailed off again. “Maybe it doesn’t make sense. But like I said, I’ve been thinking about this stuff a lot lately, and I really feel like some of the weird stuff in the Quartet is as much to change our outlook as to help us learn magic or fighting or whatever.

“Some people in the schools are like Regal, eh? From worlds that already have monster fighting and magic and all this crazy stuff. Some people might be like you, from a world that didn’t, but they’re just…built different. But I think there’s a lot of people in this Quartet, maybe in every Quartet, who are just regular people that got lucky or desperate and killed a monster just like me. Part of me wants to take your offer and get power-leveled like in a video game and maybe I’ll regret rejecting it later, but for right now, I think it’s better if I learn on my own, at least up to a certain point.

“So…” He paused yet again, struggling to find the words. “I guess what I’m saying is I’m not saying no, but maybe let’s take a rain check on that.”

“Okay, fair enough,” said Max. 

“As for the second part, I think I will actually take you up on that.” Lance nodded decisively. “A Summoner without contracted spirits is kind of like having a gun with no bullets. Maybe not the best analogy, but…” He trailed off. 

Max said, “I understand.”

“Okay. Good.”

“I’ll start thinking about when and where I can show you. But we should probably stop talking about it in the open like this, because while I’m sure it works, I’m not sure how kosher it is to some of the powers that be.”

Lance looked worried for a moment before nodding with an air of determination. “Got it,” he said. Then he sighed. “Okay, so with all that stuff out of the way, I want to hear in detail exactly what you’ve been up to since I died in that alley. Everything I’ve heard so far has been secondhand. I want to hear it from the source.”

“I can definitely do that,” said Max. For the next twenty minutes, he told Lance everything he’d done, and the other man’s expression grew more and more stunned. 

When Max was done, Lance shook his head and said, “You are insane. I am really glad that you aren’t my enemy, Max.” Then he chuckled. “Right about now, maybe Regal is wishing he could say the same thing.” 

Max shrugged noncommittally. “Who knows? Anyway that’s what I’ve been up to. What about you?” He wasn’t in a hurry, so he took some time catching up with his friend, only pausing to use his tablet to send messages to Gantry Bliss. By the time he left the cafeteria, he left for his quarters to kill a little more time before heading out to meet Gantry.

At his dorm, after freshening up, Max paced around his magic utility room thinking about his conversation with Lance. Max had already been working to shed bad habits he’d acquired being a peaceful idiot on Earth, but he still had to remember he was not an island. His decisions would affect other people, including people he cared about. That train of thought also led him to remember how woefully ignorant he was about being a Summoner. He flicked open his third eye and scanned the room he was in but didn’t see anything special other than a distortion in one corner. He focused on the distortion, and Lavinia came into focus. She smiled ruefully to him, and her voice was audible as she said, “Took you long enough to finally spot me like that. Now shut your third eye.”

Max followed his familiar’s instruction and shut his third eye. Lavinia popped into his normal eyesight, and the ghost girl said, “Do you have a few minutes? I know you’re about to be heading to your martial arts instruction thing that you scheduled today.” 

“I think so.”

Lavinia pointed. ‘Well, how about another lesson? Maybe you go sit down because this is going to be a lot.” 

Max didn’t see a reason to argue, so he sat and asked, “Should I take notes with my tablet?” 

“I’d rather you just pay attention,” said Lavinia. “Not only that, I’d rather teach you as a friend than like a professor or something.” Max didn’t answer and just listened attentively. Lavinia said, “Part of being a Summoner is knowing when and where to use your third eye. You need to start training your third eye to not only see better, as in see the unseen, but also to make it stronger so that you build stamina and protection. Leaving it open all the time, even at a low level, is not only tiring, it would also probably drive you crazy.

“If you’d been leaving your third eye open, I would have said something before now.” Her voice trailed off, and Max nodded. She continued. “This next part should be common sense, but since I’m talking to you, I think it’s important I say this. You should be really careful about opening your third eye when you’re dealing with really powerful entities like really strong Challengers or even some spirits. The third eye is just a tool. Whether the Summoner can handle seeing really powerful beings depends on that Summoner’s mental strength and depth of will. But even then it’s usually a bad idea.” Max nodded, and Lavinia continued her lesson.

A few minutes later, a comment she made in passing made Max’s eyebrows stand up. “What did you just say?” he asked.

“I said that the mana units in the Quartet are basically just distilled mana.” 

“Yeah, give me a second to think about that,” said Max. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t heard before, but he muttered and willed one of the mana units into his hand. Using the strength of his one-star mana body, he applied both physical and spiritual pressure to the orb all at once on precisely the opposite sides. With a sharp crack, the mana unit disintegrated in his hand, and Max felt a burst of mana spread from the destruction. He opened his senses and greedily tried sucking as much of the mana into his body for refinement as he could.

“What did you just do?” asked Lavinia. 

Max laughed in glee, then stood and did a little dance. 

“Are you on drugs?” 

“I can’t be. Lance said there wasn’t even any alcohol around.”

“Oh, there is definitely alcohol in the Quartet,” said Lavinia, “and drugs. You just need to know—” She stopped speaking as Max started laughing.

Max’s mirth tapered off, and he gave the ghost girl a strange look. “I thought you never left your room. How the hell do you know about drugs and alcohol?” 

“Oh, I have my ways,” said Lavinia loftily. 

Matt stared at his contracted spirit until he suddenly smiled and said, “That’s right, you’re a spirit now. You probably wandered around and found out about all this stuff after you were dead, didn’t you?” Lavinia frowned, and Max knew he’d hit the nail on the head. He started laughing again. 

In a huff, the ghost girl said, “Are you going to tell me what you just did or not?” 

Max got himself under control and said, “Basically, I just verified what we all already know to be true. The mana units really do contain mana, and if you destroy them, the mana they contain is released. It’s not a really efficient way to get the mana back that they were created with, I don’t think. But this Quartet has somewhat weak mana. And maybe by destroying mana units, I can figure out a way to increase the density of mana around me when I’m refining my mana body.”

“And you think that’ll work?” 

“Yeah, I do.”

“So you’re going to need a lot more money, huh?” She frowned in sympathy.

“It looks that way,” said Max. Now that the initial elation from his discovery had passed, his heart dropped when he realized how many things he needed money for now. 

“Better get working. One more to-do for you, huh?” 

“Yeah,” said Max. He grunted. “I think that it’ll be a good idea to use up what I have right now before I can go out again, though.” He gestured at the note that he’d found in his sitting room when he’d just returned to his dorm. 

The note was from the Headmaster of the Summoner Academy to inform him that he was not to leave Academy grounds for three weeks due to his actions in the Quartet. This was a decision reached by Summoner Academy staff to help let tensions between schools in the Quartet relax. Max wasn’t sure if the headmaster had been behind or was in agreement with the order or not but suspected he was. After all, Max wouldn’t be much good to the Summoner Academy if he kept dying over and over again. 

It was a little frustrating having a restriction like this placed on him, but Max decided obeying might actually be for the best, not least of which to get stronger before venturing out into the central area again. But he could also give the leadership at Summoner Academy the illusion of control. After all, if Max followed their orders on this, maybe they’d assume that he would always be obedient. 

If he rocked the boat again too soon, he was sure he’d get another golem following him around. And that would definitely be a hindrance to his later plans. 

“Every time you get that expression, I can tell you’re plotting something now,” said Lavinia. 

Max just responded with a nod. Deep in thought, he left his dorm, heading for his first group combat class.


FORTY-SIX


Max was thankful for his martial arts teaching experience on Earth. Beginning a class with new students in the Quartet felt very comfortable for him. It sort of felt like putting on an old shoe. He planned to meet everybody in the forest behind the Summoner Academy, somewhat near where he liked to train mana, but not quite the same place. It was away from prying eyes and still had plenty of sticks and trees to turn into impromptu practice weapons.

Max’s teammates from Basic Group Combat showed up first. There was Tessa Alvarez, who always regarded him coolly but seemed eager to learn. One of the first things she did upon arriving in the forest was make herself a practice spear from a sapling. 

Momo blinked after arriving, studying her surroundings with her sharp red eyes. She was the person on his team that Max probably knew the least about. After she arrived, she made crude throwing knife trainers out of sticks, and she already had a training version of her odd, weighted whip. It turned out she carried the real weapon with her as well as the trainer everywhere she went. 

She’d actually made her whip weapon out of things she’d found around Summoner Academy. As best Max could tell, the whip itself was made out of woven sheets and robes with some sort of bolt in the handle for weight. The eccentric, pale woman could use the weapon as a whip or as a flexible bludgeon.

Benjamin G. Northside showed up after Momo. The man was as friendly but taciturn as always. He took direction well and smiled a lot. Benjamin seemed to have transitioned to a large axe as his weapon of choice. He made small talk but still offered no insight into what his life was like before coming to the Quartet.

Max was a bit surprised that Gantry’s full team didn’t show up. Instead of four people arriving including Gantry, there were only two. 

“I thought you were bringing your team,” said Max. 

Gantry shrugged. “Two of them aren’t coming. It turns out one is scared for a few different reasons and I couldn’t talk him into it. The other is or was dating a Replicator Academy student that she met in the central area and she’s pretty angry at you. You are not her favorite person.” He laughed. 

Max blinked and turned to look at the short, long-haired man standing next to Gantry. He had a well-groomed beard, and his lively eyes had a mischievous twinkle. Gantry grinned and gestured at the stranger. “I think you’ll like Eolus here. Eolus Manor.”

“Nice to meet you,” said Max. 

“Likewise,” said Eolus, and actually sketched a bow. 

Max was taken aback, and as the first lesson progressed, his interest in Eolus grew. It turned out the man’s chosen weapon was a sword similar to a spadroon on Earth, a quick, light weapon. But he also liked having a couple of dueling pistols that could be loaded with multiple propulsions and ammunition types to make them effective in almost any environment. Most Challengers ignored firearms because they could have such spotty performance or not even work in some environments. But Eolus had his two single-shot pistols with strange concoctions shoved down each barrel. The way Max knew about this was because the man mentioned it about a hundred times during training. Max began to think of him as the Summoner pirate. 

On top of his other eccentricities, Eolus actually had some mana ability from his original world. The way Max discovered this was after the first half hour of just introducing his five new students to some forms, Eolus exclaimed, “Wow, this is a mana-channeling martial art, isn’t it?” 

Max simply replied, “Yes.” 

Eolus smiled and shook his head. “I never would have imagined I’d get the opportunity to learn something like this.This is the kind of combat style that only elites on my world ever get to learn. Every martial style that can utilize mana like this is kept as a closely guarded secret among rich families and sects,” Eolus explained. 

Gantry Pliss’s eyebrows raised. “It’s really that special?” Eolus nodded firmly. “Yes, it’s really that special.”

The lesson lasted about three hours. Not once over the course of that time had anyone remarked on the fact that Max was the only first-year in the group. By this point, it seemed all the others had just accepted that Max was a strange and unique existence within the Quartet.

By the end, Max was pleased and pleasantly surprised. Working with a group of people that was already in great physical condition and already had a strong background in combatives made the teaching process exponentially faster than it had been on Earth. Instead of teaching them how to fight, Max was teaching them a different way to fight, which was vastly different. Of course, later on it might actually become harder to teach advanced students like this, students that already had a different background. But for the initial few sessions, improvement would be lightning fast.

Once the lesson was complete, Max dismissed everyone and asked them not to return to the academy in groups. He didn’t think it was possible to hide what he was doing from others who may be watching, and he didn’t feel it was entirely necessary since it wasn’t against the rules. But he still didn’t feel a need to advertise what was going on out in the woods, either.
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The next day, Max began a new intensive training routine. He planned to do so every day forward, to practice, get his edge back, and refine his mana body. He began burning through his mana units, breaking them to release mana. The resulting energy was like a mana addict.

For the first two days he did this, he worked on efficiency above all else. He didn’t want to waste too much of the mana that he was releasing. But after the second day, he realized that it was taking too long with this method and decided it would be worth wasting some of the mana to speed up the overall process. Unfortunately, this meant he was going to have to start thinking about making more money sooner than he thought.

On Saturday, Max tried to contact a receptive spirit using Lavinia’s unique Summoner connection method again. 

Max sat on the floor, the magic utility room dark, candles lit around the edge of his space. Sigils drawn on the floor helped focus and properly align his energies. Like the first time he’d attempted this, the entire process was an indescribable sensation and almost felt like trying to make eye contact and have a quick conversation with half-seen people through the window of a moving car. There were flashes, impressions of potential contacts that never manifested into anything more.

One unique aspect of this method was that it was optional for Max to actually open his third eye. Lavinia had suggested that he keep it closed. The reason for this was it would be even more obvious when a compatible spirit might come along. Having his third eye open would have allowed him to see more, even at his low level of mastery, but it would also increase the number of distractions.

This attempt, something amazing happened. Within the experience of trying to have conversations through the window of his metaphorical car, Max actually managed to make contact with something. The resulting communication was unlike anything he had experienced before. 

Whenever he talked with Lavinia, they used language. The spirit he had just met didn’t understand language at all. Not only was the spirit abstract, its communication and even the way it saw the world was as well. However, it seemed friendly, and Max took a liking to it.

As they struggled to communicate, and Max used his willpower to maintain the ritual that Lavinia had invented, he learned a few more things about the spirit. Its purview or nature had something to do with physical laws, bending them. Maybe movement. It turned out the spirit was also receptive to making a contract. 

Something about Max seemed to intrigue it. 

The terms of the contract were relatively simple, which was a blessing because otherwise Max might not have been able to understand. He was struggling to talk to the spirit as-is, despite its friendly nature. All the spirit seemed to want was for Max to find some way to allow them to fight together, as a team. In return he’d get endless loyalty.

With the last shred of his concentration remaining, Max asked Lavinia, Is there any downside to forming contracts with more spirits? Is there a limit? 

The ghost girl understood the strain he was under and mentally sent back, No, none that I know of. And if a contract isn’t working out, the Summoner can terminate it. 

The time he could spend searching for spirits was almost up anyway, and Max decided to take a chance on the odd but likable spirit he’d made contact with.

The process was similar to what he’d gone through with Lavinia, except this spirit didn’t read his mind or didn’t want to. Instead, he got a question from the spirit itself, and suddenly, the system created a screen in front of him that read:

Your new contracted spirit desires a name.

Some of Max’s focus could be spared to this new matter now that the contract was mostly formed. It was close enough for Max to drop his focus on the magical working. As soon as he did, he opened his third eye and looked at the new spirit he’d met.

He’d been expecting something far more confusing or ghastly looking. Instead, it sort of looked like a gingerbread man made of spikes of energy. Two glowing eyes in a head with no mouth regarded Max with obvious good humor. In that moment, Max got an even better idea of what the spirit would be able to do. His eyes narrowed in concentration. 

“It’s not just physical laws or movement,” he said out loud. “You can…” His voice trailed off. “Something with friction?” Max grinned and said, “No need to overthink it, I’m going to call you Slick.” 

The spirit did a little jump and seemed to shine brighter. Max turned off his third eye and was able to see Slick with his normal vision now. To one side he could see Lavinia as well. Obviously observing Slick closely, she said, “You named them Slick, huh? What an interesting little spirit.” She walked around where Slick was standing and said, “Far stronger than most other spirits I’ve seen. What an odd power signature.” 

“What do you mean?” asked Max. 

“Well, as you know, a soldier-rank spirit does not have any subordinate spirits. But no subordinates does not necessarily mean that they’re weak. Like in the case of Slick here, a soldier spirit can actually be very strong, maybe even stronger than officer-rank.” 

Max considered this for a moment. “Cool.” He looked at his new spirit where it was patiently standing on the ground and said, “I’m kind of excited about working with you already, Slick. Do you want to go out to the woods to see what we can do together?” 

The spirit’s eyes clearly conveyed happiness, and it jumped into the air with glee. Max chuckled and said, “All right, let’s go, then.”

Two hours later, in a field outside the forest he usually practiced at, Max glided across the ground. It was similar to riding a powered scooter but facing forward. The air shimmered between his feet and the ground. He stopped, canceling the power and hopping to the ground. Unlike dealing with Lavinia’s spirits where she commanded them, working as their leader, Max’s relationship with Slick was much simpler. The little spirit’s abilities were now like a part of Max. 

He requested Slick to appear before him, and once the little spirit popped into existence standing on a long blade of grass, Max smiled at it. He said, “I’m really glad we were able to meet each other. I think you have a really interesting power, and I also think I can definitely use it in combat.” Slick jumped down from the grass it had been standing on and began doing a gyrating dance all over the field, moving faster than any living creature would be able to. 

Lavinia appeared. She frowned. “What exactly does Slick do? I can catch the edges of it, but I don’t entirely understand.” 

Max willed his force feet back into place, and instead of using them to glide forward, he jumped up, compressed them underneath him as he went down, and then jumped again using the power as a spring. He jumped incredibly high, then did a flip before he slowed himself using a combination of his force skates and his internal mana. 

Max said, “Slick has more than one power. Altogether, it’s a little bit of force and maybe types of anti-grav.” 

“Anti-grav?” asked Lavinia. “Wait,” she said. Her ghostly eyes grew distant for a moment, and she said, “Okay, got it from your memories. So anti-grav, okay, now I get it. So what else can Slick do?” 

“I’m not a hundred percent sure yet,” Max replied, and he turned to watch his new contracted spirit spaz-dance. “But I have a feeling that with some more time, not only will I be able to figure out more ways to use Slick’s power, but maybe even pair it with yours.” 

“What do you mean?”

Max focused for a few seconds and sent Lavinia a mental picture that he held in his mind. “A picture is worth a thousand words, right?” he said. 

“Oh,” said Lavinia. “Oh, my!” A smile lit up her face. “You know what, that’s so crazy it just might work.”


FORTY-SEVEN


For the next few days, Max focused on establishing a daily routine. He had decided to take Professor Gravecall up on the offer of not actually attending class very often for Basic Group Combat. This meant his days were mostly wide open. So other than the times he set aside for training his five new students in Albion martial arts, he divided the rest of his time between either studying in the library or training. 

His time in the library was much more fruitful and efficient now that he had clearance to browse the upper levels. His main focus was on other Paths that might suit him. The idea of possibly being the first Challenger to have ever mastered three Paths greatly appealed to him.

Deep down, Max still had the drive to pushed him to eventually be the best, the Hero, Chasa de Milo. 

Where he started with research this time around was obtaining a deeper understanding of the Paths he was already on, at least from another’s perspective. It was an interesting experience since the concept of Paths was new to him in this life. For the most part, he had to agree with the writers’ assessment of Blade Sorcerers. One particular excerpt from a book entitled The Greatest Paths: One Hundred of the Most Powerful Paths in the Universe described Blade Sorcerers as basically a Path focused on destruction. It read: 

A Blade Sorcerer is a magic warrior who uses mana to strengthen their body, weapons, and equipment. One of the most difficult aspects of reaching greater mastery of the Blade Sorcerer Path is the transformative mana body system. Blade Sorcerers effectively change, mutate their bodies and minds by purifying ambient mana before entwining it with their very selves. This process is extremely difficult for all practitioners, but each star level of improvement gives the Blade Sorcerer explosive power. Each higher level of the mana body is exponentially more difficult to achieve.

At high levels, Blade Sorcerers can use raw mana to directly influence the world around them, mostly physically. A Blade Sorcerer with an advanced level of mana body can break down and destroy other magical systems directly. Blade Sorcerers are dangerous in part because of the raw power they can call upon, the ways in which they can focus it, and the limited number of other Paths in the universe that have good ways to mitigate these abilities. 

Max thought that the one thing that most of the texts seemed to gloss over or omit entirely was how important combatives and blade play were to Blade Sorcery. After all, in Max’s previous life, the reason he had climbed to such heights had been directly tied to his martial prowess. 

He researched multiple Paths that might integrate well with a Blade Sorcerer turned Summoner. One thing he had to do was not only acknowledge his strengths but also his weaknesses. Being a Summoner helped cover for some of the spiritual weaknesses that a Blade Sorcerer had, including finesse and difficulty understanding mana patterns or spells from other magical disciplines. 

Through his studies, Max found out that his third eye as a Summoner could be trained to effectively spot magical workings, not just spirits. But all of his physical prowess as a Blade Sorcerer was tied directly to his mana body. And Max knew from experience how much of a double-edged sword that could be.

It was one of the ways that his enemies had used to kill him in his first life. 

He thought Flesh and Blood Sorcerers looked like they might have good synergy with his Blade Sorcerer power. Flesh and Blood Sorcerers were all about making the body physically stronger and tougher. But then again, the Techno Sorcerer Path would allow him to create and store gadgets and other weapons. This Path might even allow the creation of powerful artifacts like firearms that were powered by dreams. 

There were many fascinating Paths to read about in the library.

However, after amassing a list of interesting Paths that might integrate well with his current power set, the wall he kept running into was that knowing about these Paths wasn’t all that useful if he couldn’t find a proper instruction book or an instructor. The Mystic Spear Path book that he’d snagged when he’d been terrorizing the Mystic Spear Academy had proven how important this point was to him. 

Like most Path-related instructional texts in the universe, that book was a primer, not the type of book that could actually start a warrior on the Path itself. For any Mystic Spear Path student, it would be more than sufficient, but for anyone else, it was all but useless. 

The kinds of books that a potential Challenger could use to cultivate a new Path directly were exceedingly rare. With this in mind, it was much more realistic and reasonable to try finding a teacher. But in this Quartet, as far as Max knew, the only Sorcerers were attached to each academy for transportation purposes and were not the types Max needed to learn from in the first place. 

Max’s days blended together. After the first week, there was an incident outside the library when some frustrated sixth-year students tried calling him out. Max had barely paid attention to them and had only left when he decided to go to lunch.

The three sixth-years had yelled at him about their relationships being put on hold and how he was an enemy of love. There wasn’t much Max could have aid. He felt bad for them, but he still wouldn’t have done anything differently. So he’d ignored them until one of them had laid a hand on him. After that, everything had been over in seconds, although Max had only broken bones, nothing that wouldn’t heal in a few days.

A few days later over breakfast, Lance had shaken his head, informing Max that he was starting to get a really nasty reputation.

He said, “Max, do you know people have walked up to me and like…cautioned me about being your friend?”

“What? Really?” Max was chewing a piece of bacon thoughtfully, thinking that if he closed his eyes he could almost imagine he was in a Waffle House back on Earth. 

“Yeah,” said Lance. “Like, you just don’t know. Haven’t you noticed that nobody talks to you? I mean, you’re famous, but everybody avoids you.” 

“I guess I hadn’t noticed,” said Max with a shrug. He actually had; he just didn’t really care.

Apparently, Lance suspected the truth because he raised an eyebrow. He said, “Some of them are also fascinated by you, but they’re intimidated. And others are like…cheering you on. They think you’re some sort of Summoner folk hero or something. They’ve told me they’re supporting you for the mid-semester Quartet competition trials. But a lot are just scared of you.”

Then Max had taken a few minutes to help explain to his friend why he didn’t care. But he was grateful for his friend and his five martial arts students who were quickly becoming friends as well. 

Max’s days passed quickly, and before he knew it, three weeks had passed in a flash. He’d half expected Summoner staff or professors to be keeping a close eye on him since the end of his mandated grounding was almost done.

But when none appeared and he didn’t even have a new golem following him, he figured that maybe the headmaster had something to do with it. 

Max had been preparing to leave. He hadn’t at any point started receiving a stipend or reward money from the Summoner Academy. That meant he was on his own. The more money he had, the quicker he could advance. And there wasn’t any better way to make money than by exploring the dungeons.

The next morning, he was planning on leaving Summoner Academy and trying a dungeon. He’d done extensive research on them and was sure he could easily manage the entry-level dungeons by himself.

He’d contemplated sneaking out to the central area without anyone being the wiser. However, he decided against it for several reasons. One was that if it were so easy, there wouldn’t be so many people angry at him right now about their romances with students in other academies being threatened by the new, stricter rules in the Quartet. 

Secondly, acting this early to break the new rules would render the last few weeks of meekly following them fairly useless. Max wanted to pick and choose the time that he would truly break the illusion that he was controllable. 

However, as he approached the gate out of the Summoner Academy grounds into the central area, his heart pounded. This situation could go very wrong. Ultimately, he didn’t want to be stopped nor have a golem following him again. There was also always the chance he could run into enemies in the central area or even have someone spot him and pass the information along. Even if his exit into the central area succeeded, he’d need to move fast.

When he got close to the gate, he tried to appear as nonchalant as possible and prominently displayed his sword, making it look more obvious that he intended to go to a dungeon. Of course, he knew the moment the gate guards scanned his hand with their wands, the illusion would be shattered. At the moment, he was trying to hide his first-year school badge as much as possible. The moment his hand got scanned, Max immediately began walking into the central area without looking back. He was beyond the guard point before the reading even came back, and by then it was too late unless they wanted to chase him or make a scene. 

One started to call out but stopped when Max didn’t even turn back.

As far as Max knew, he wasn’t actually breaking any rules at the moment, and the guards had no reason to detain him, or at least that was what he’d been counting on. And for a few tense moments, he waited to see if anything more would happen.

It turned out he’d been right, because they just watched him go. However, he did hope that leaving wouldn’t eventually result in another golem following him in the future. Even so, this effort had been worth the calculated risk.

As soon as Max knew he wasn’t going to be detained, he put on a cloak that he’d had in his closet in order to better hide his features. 

Then, without being able to help himself, he went directly to the bookshop portion of the central area. He had to satisfy his curiosity about what, if any, Path acquisition books the stores might have. 

Unfortunately, fifteen minutes later, after visiting several stores, his heart had fallen multiple times. Not only did none of the stores have any of the types of books he was looking for, much less the specific ones that Max was interested in, all of the employees in the stores had also told him that such if such a thing existed in the Quartet, it would likely be the most expensive item a person could buy. Every single one of them, as they told him, had either shown pity or some other less easily identifiable mix of emotions. 

It was only after Max left the last bookstore that he remembered how most of the employees in the central area were not Challengers. They were real people with real bodies and real lives. If any of them ever got the opportunity to acquire a Path through a rare book, some would probably take it. With heavy thoughts, Max gave up on the bookstore idea and instead headed to a general store for adventurers and dungeon divers. 

This particular store seemed to cater to newer students. Max had seen it before, and he didn’t spend much time getting what he needed. He purchased a Dungeon Delving Kit, which consisted of a pack, rope, cooking tools, fire-starting tools, and several other helpful pieces of equipment or gadgets. The moment Max paid the two mana units for his pack, he also stuffed in his extra clothing that he had wrapped in a sheet. 

That done, Max headed for the large, warehouse-style building that students used to access dungeons. Once he was inside, he was somewhat surprised. He’d been envisioning the inside would look something like a bar or maybe a guard checkpoint. Instead, more than anything, it looked like a temporarily empty airline terminal. There were several counters, four of which were the basic counters that were affiliated with the four Quartet schools. 

After a few minutes of curious inspection, Max headed for the counter for Summoner Academy students. The old man on duty had a broad face and a small nose. He looked up from the book he was reading with obvious annoyance, snapping, “State your business.” 

Max replied, “I’d like to enter a dungeon.”

“Hold out your hand, please,” said the man, obviously disinterested. Max held out his hand, and after the man scanned it with his stone wand, his eyes flickered in surprise. When he looked up again, it was with obviously more interest than before. 

“So, first-year Max Cunningham, you are cleared to visit a dungeon. However, you haven’t been in one before, so you need to go into this room over here,” the man said, pointing, “and watch the presentation on dungeons for new dungeon delvers. If you tell me what kind of dungeon you’re looking for before you go to do that, I can line something up for you so you won’t have to wait any longer. The presentation is mandatory, though. This is something every student of the Quartet needs to watch before their first dungeon dive.”

Max didn’t see any reason to refuse, so he shrugged and said, “Sure, thanks. I’d like to get one of the easiest dungeons possible, preferably one of the goblin-themed ones, and I’d like one for the shortest duration, too.”

“So an automatic extraction?”

“Yes, please.”

“All right, I’ll work on it.”

Max nodded, thanked the man, and headed for the room he’d been directed to before. 

The presentation came from a magical ball that basically made a video play out in his mind instead of before his eyes. Max got a refresher on a few things very quickly, such as how dungeons were somewhat random and they had difficulty ratings staring at one going up to at least ten, with one being least difficult. Each dungeon had an assumed time of completion and estimated rewards. Some dungeons that were attempted regularly had clear data, and they were the most sought-after but also had the lowest-level rewards. Dungeons with more rests had the best rewards but were the most dangerous. 

Danger was a constant theme of the orientation. The fact that dying in the dungeon meant the end of a student’s time in the Quartet was repeated many times.

Every dungeon had a core. Finding the dungeon core and stealing it was the greatest reward but also the hardest and most dangerous thing to do. Taking a core could kill a dungeon or knock it out for a long time minimum. 

Dungeons themselves could be scenarios, alien worlds, or some sort of goal within an environment. Some dungeons had time limits where the delvers would extract automatically after enough time had elapsed, and some had clear requirements.

The orientation video assured Max that once he was inside a dungeon, the system would explain the rules of the dungeon immediately. Lastly, the video informed Max that dungeon management kept track of who entered what dungeon, but they also kept it entirely secret. 

Once he was done watching, Lavinia snorted and said, “That is the same exact video I watched hundreds of years ago. Wow, they really don’t change anything.” Max nodded in mute agreement and left the room. 

He went back to the counter, and the old man’s attitude had definitely done a one-eighty at this point. He dry-washed his hands and said, “I believe your dungeon is ready now!”

“So how exactly does this work?” asked Max. 

“Well—” said the man. His name tag read David. “Every dungeon is on the planet of Rakis. However, when you enter from here, you will go directly into the dungeon itself.” 

“Into the dungeon?” asked Max.

“Correct,” said the man. “So I was able to find you a level-one dungeon with very simple, clear requirements, and I believe…” His voice trailed off, and he fiddled with the globe in front of him. “I believe you have a chance to clear it in two days, even as a solo delver. At least, if your combat level is high enough, and after the rumors we’ve heard about you, I’m sure you’ll have no problems.”

“Oh, okay. That sounds about ideal,” said Max. 

“Are you ready?”

“I think so,” said Max. He’d already checked his gear before coming and was feeling relatively confident about challenging a level-one dungeon, especially with the amount of power he’d gotten recently. The fact his body could continue on without food or water if necessary had greatly simplified his packing for this trip as well as lowered any potential stress he might have felt. If Max couldn’t find food or water, it would be uncomfortable, maybe even miserable, but he was sure he could deal with it. 

The man fiddled with something behind his desk, and suddenly a portal opened to one side. David, the employee, gestured and said, “Here’s your portal, sir. Good luck and be careful. You’re going to a goblin caves dungeon.” He smiled.

I don’t like this guy, said Lavinia silently.

Me either, Max agreed.

Outwardly, Max nodded his thanks and stepped forward into the portal. The moment he was through, he glanced around in confusion. Instead of caves or tunnels, he only saw a lush forest. A second later, a system note appeared before his eyes.

Cradle of Giants, Tier-Five Dungeon

The clear requirement of this dungeon is to kill five giants. Optional additional clear requirement: kill the Giants’ Chief or Shaman.

Max stared at the message and silently mouthed, “Shit.”


FORTY-EIGHT


Max crouched in a half cave he’d found, nothing deep enough for anything or anyone to live in. It wasn’t even big enough to hide in very well, but at least it gave the illusion of temporary safety. The moment he’d realized something had gone wrong, he’d immediately tried to find some sort of shelter. He’d been listening intently for danger as he’d repositioned. Lavinia must have sensed it because she hadn’t said anything. 

But now that he was taking stock of the situation, Max sent a question to his contracted spirit. What happened? This is definitely not goblin caves or dungeons or anything like that. 

Lavinia’s voice in his head sounded subdued. We got screwed. Screwedzorz. Pwned. Feelsbad, gg.

Can you elaborate? Maybe without leetspeak?

Lavinia’s mental sigh echoed through Max’s head, and the ghost girl appeared before him, more translucent than usual. She said, I was watching the tech like I said I would, but to be honest, I didn’t understand what he was doing. The controls weren’t clearly labeled. They’re just a bunch of knobs and switches and whatnot. He looked like he knew what he was doing, and I didn’t know what he was doing. He was just some old guy and didn’t seem like a villain, so I didn’t sound an alarm. In a quieter voice, she said, I’m sorry. 

Max leaned his head back against a rock and closed his eyes. His frustration was almost a physical thing, but taking it out on Lavinia wouldn’t help anything. Based on what she said, she hadn’t really done anything wrong, either. She, like him, was not an expert on central area Quartet tech. They’d also assumed that odds of central area officials being crooked were slim since the workers would still need to work and most of the economy catered to students. He’d been naive again. Money in any form was a motivator for unscrupulous people.

Who knew? Maybe it was worth it to sell out people like Max to Lifers just to get some ice cream on weekends. Now that he was thinking about it, Max could even imagine how someone could justify it, reminding themselves that dying in the dungeon wasn’t actually real death.

It was just potentially selling out X number of innocent people on some distant, dying world…

Okay, let’s just not think about that, said Max. What else can you tell me about this place or our situation in general? 

Lavinia looked up before looking back down. You probably know almost as much about dungeons as I do by now. This is a conditional exit dungeon. You need to satisfy the requirements in order to get a portal out. It’s spatially disconnected with the Quartet, which means that the time we return should be the same regardless of how much time we spend in here. Thinking about it from the perspective of the people that hate you, it was actually a clever way to go about this because… Her mental voice trailed off. 

No, it’s fine. Just give it to me straight, thought-spoke Max, his tone resigned. 

Lavinia nodded. Understood. Sometimes there are technical problems with sending students to dungeons, but it’s very rare, usually swept under the rug, and whenever it happens, the variance is usually only a few levels. So that explains why the tech didn’t just send us to the highest-level dungeon possible. The tech has plausible deniability now to get away with being paid off. But since you will come back at a specific time, if you manage to survive this dungeon, there can also be a second ambush set up. The central area officials are supposed to be incorruptible, but this one obviously is paid off. It wouldn’t be difficult at all for your enemies to get your information through him. 

Max punched his fist into his palm. Goddammit! Damn that old man. This is why I wanted to get a dungeon through one of the counters that aren’t affiliated with the schools! 

Yeah, but you didn’t have that choice, Lavinia muttered mentally. You had to go through the one associated with your school first. Ironically, if you’d done your first dungeon dive with other students, it would have been a lot harder for them to pull something like this. Maybe they had a different plan if you had. Either way, it definitely helps explain why Regal and his brother stayed so quiet the last few weeks. They were setting up traps for you.

If I make it back to the Quartet, I’m going to yell at someone about how seriously stupid this dungeon system is. 

Lavinia didn’t reply. Max asked, Do you know anything about this specific dungeon? I’ve read a few things about it, but it’s not attempted very often, right? 

I think that’s right. It’s hard for students to bring down huge giants, and most have figured it’s not worth the risk over the years. If you die here, your time in the Quartet is done. And giants can take out an entire unprepared party. Just one. 

Okay, what about enemies? Max asked. I mean other than giants, obviously.

I don’t know. 

Fantastic.

Max crouched down and used a stick to doodle while he thought. He didn’t speak out loud but continued to talk to Lavinia mentally. Okay, so we don’t know how big the area is, and we don’t know what kind of enemies there are other than there have to be some giants. On top of that… He briefly closed his eyes as a wave of frustration ran through him, but he opened them and began doodling again. The mana quality here is awful, even worse than the Quartet. In fact, much worse than the Quartet. So I can’t easily just wait it out and raise my mana body level. That means I need to get mana units. The only way to get mana units in a dungeon is to find treasure that might include them or to kill monsters. Everything I’ve said is correct so far, right?

Correct, agreed Lavinia.

All right, so my resources are my adventurer pack I brought and my spirits, which includes Lavinia and Slick. At the mention of the little spirit’s name, Slick popped into existence, waved, and then disappeared again. Max hadn’t known before this that his spirits could overhear when he was talking to one or the other, and he made a mental note of it. 

He tapped his lips with a finger and thought. My advantages are I don’t need to eat or drink to keep going, although if I don’t, I’ll be very uncomfortable and might even lose muscle mass. I do need to sleep, but I have spirits to watch over me when I do. And I have plenty of experience in survival situations. So the biggest issue I can see about getting out of here, if I can bring down giants by myself, is that I’m probably going to be ambushed in the Quartet immediately after getting back. That means I don’t want to be too clever in here to get back quickly even if I can. I’ll just gonna catch a spear in the face the moment I’m out. Also, rules be damned, I am going to kill that fucking central area tech that sent me here, that old bastard.

That might not be a good idea, murmured Lavinia. Dead is dead for those people.

I don’t fucking care, Max growled. He tried to screw me over, but also people on Earth. I am done playing by the rules when others don’t. From now on, we’re doing things my way. Playing for keeps. But that means I need to get some power before heading back. Convictions without power are just wishes.

So you’re not in a huge hurry to finish the dungeon, huh? said Lavinia. I mean, if you even can, she amended.

That’s right. Besides, this is kind of like the whole situation in the Quartet to begin with, right? Like, why get done early, graduate early, if the time I arrive back on Earth doesn’t correspond to my time in the Quartet? I might as well learn and grow as much as possible. In this situation, if I’m going to return to the Quartet in two days either way, I might as well get the most out of this that I possibly can. I still have a few mana units left… Not enough to bring me to the second star mana body. But I’m not going to waste my time here. 

He tapped his finger against his lips again. I think that’s everything. It doesn’t exactly make me feel any better, but at least I know what I should be doing right now.

And what’s that? asked Lavinia.

I need to go scouting, Max said. He loosened his sword in the scabbard and ventured from not-a-cave, letting old experience seep into his body from memory, helping him move quietly through the woods.

When Max left his hiding place, he realized that he was in a small valley with a ring of forest near the edges where hills rose. He moved directly to climb one of the hills. He wanted to get a better look at the surrounding area. The climb was a bit noisy, and when he reached the top, he almost immediately met his end. 

In the nick of time, he pivoted to one side, resting against a rocky outcropping, and stayed completely still. A dark shadow loomed between the large trees between his hill and another. He dared not peek from behind his rock and instead mentally asked Lavinia what was going on as he heard branches snapping and the sound of forest detritus shifting. 

Lavinia’s voice was horrified. It’s really big. 

Max thought fast, realizing that the giant must have been either resting or lying in wait after hearing his climb up the hill. Either way, the thing had to suspect that something was nearby now, even if it hadn’t seen him. 

He had to hope.

Go across to the hills on the other side of where the giant is and make some sort of noise. You can do that, right? Max asked. 

Yes, but it’ll take… 

Just go! thought Max. You could move a chair before, you can do this. Use a rock or something. 

Lavinia vanished, and Max tensed. Based on what he’d seen, or rather half seen, this giant was not something he could fight by himself right now. He also wasn’t confident that he’d be able to outrun it. The sound of a massive body shifting and knocking down trees behind him made his nerves stand on end.

A shadow fell across his rock. The giant seemed to be looking for whatever had been making the noise earlier. 

Suddenly, the sound of a rock clattering down the opposite hill made the searching giant ponderously spin around, its shadow moving back past where Max could see it. It took a few massive steps to the other hillside, and Max heard a thunderous crash. 

Lavinia appeared in front of Max, and her mental voice rang out in his head. Run back down the hill while it’s distracted! It just slapped where I made some rocks move! 

She didn’t need to tell Max twice. Under the dubious protection of all the racket the giant was making, Max sprinted down the hill back to the valley. He found some dense bushes that he rolled into before staying still. Then he focused on getting his breathing under control, staying quiet. 

After what felt like an eternity later, he could hear thunderous, plodding steps as the giant on the other side of the hills began to move away. He didn’t allow himself a sigh of relief until it was long gone. 

Thanks for the assist, Lavinia, he sent. Saved my ass. And all the other parts of me.

Any time, replied the ghost girl, but her mental voice was shaky. 

Max was almost already over the scare. After all, this wasn’t his first brush with death. But Lavinia had been more of a bookworm when she’d been alive. Is this the first time you’ve been in a dungeon? Max asked. 

No, she said. The second. I had to go in one when I was a second-year, but I never did it again, and that was a low-level dungeon. This is a level-five dungeon. That means it should take a group of fifth-years working together to clear it. 

Awesome, thought Max. He laid quietly until nightfall before moving again. 

Did you wait until it’s dark so the giants can’t see? Lavinia asked.

Maybe. I don’t know if they have better night vision or if they have good night vision at all. But it doesn’t hurt to stack the odds in my favor. 

So you can see just fine? 

Yup, Max replied. Blade Sorcery. He diverted a bit of the native mana in his body to his eyesight and the night was peeled away for him. He was not nearly as helpless now as he might have been before achieving his first star mana body. 

Up and moving again, this time he went to the other side of the valley before climbing the hill and descending into a hilly forest. 

A sliver of a moon hung in the sky. Under the cover of darkness, Max traveled and pondered his current situation. Killing one of the giants might be possible but would be difficult. He hadn’t even gotten a good look at one of them yet. There were other unknowns, too, like whether killing a giant would bring another giant to investigate the commotion. If there were only five giants, that was one thing, but he had no idea if there were five or five hundred. 

Max journeyed all night and never found a boundary or any kind of end to the dungeon. This place is massive, he thought to Lavinia. 

The ghost girl agreed. It does seem to be, and I’ve heard that some dungeons can be really huge. 

Over the course of Max’s stealthy hike, he’d spotted two more giants, both of which, after seeing them in the distance, he’d gone far around to avoid. One had been sleeping and the other merely staring at the sky, so he’d finally gotten a decent view of his enemies. They were all humanoid, but with shaggy fur and animalistic features. Both had horns, and their upper bodies seemed disproportionately large for their legs. In some ways, they sort of looked like huge goat men. 

The sun was starting to rise, and Max did some more thinking before he decided to pick it up again after waking up. He rested. 

For several nights, Max ignored his hunger and thirst while getting a good feel for the dungeon. He eventually found three areas of notice. One was the giants’ camp where the leader must be. Two other points of interest were caves with obvious signs of occupancy. One had fetishes made of bones and the other art drawn on the rocky walls in blood. 

He’d discovered both by regarding the valley he’d initially appeared in as the nominal center of the dungeon. Assuming that the valley where he was supposed to appear, any places of interest shouldn’t be too far away. It had been an absolute guess, and he still didn’t know if it was true, but at least he’d found something other than just giants. 

At this point, he was fairly sure there were about ten of the huge goat men roaming around. During his exploration, Max managed to set aside time to develop his mana body further, but it was extremely slow going with so little mana in the atmosphere. Max’s mana units were truly beginning to run out. 

He asked both Lavinia and Slick to appear, and with his two spirits in front of him, Max whispered, “Tomorrow I’m going to check out those caves and maybe see what’s inside.” Lavinia nodded, and Slick was harder to read but seemed more serious than usual. 

Through the ease of long habit, Max forced his body to sleep lightly but allowed himself a moment of dread mixed with excitement. Ever since he’d seen both caves, he’d wondered what was inside.


FORTY-NINE


Max had to make a decision on which cave to explore. He had a hunch that the one decorated with fetishes would be a better choice. Someone or something must have made them, which implied a certain level of intellect, opposable thumbs, and tool users. All sorts of nasty things could live in caves, but at Max’s level of power, it would actually be easier for him to deal with creatures around his size or smaller with weapons versus certain types of beasts.

But just to be thorough, he went to the cave with blood splattered everywhere first. Then he asked Lavinia to go inside and scout it out for him. 

The ghost girl came back about fifteen minutes later, appearing before Max’s vision. She shook her head. That one is probably not a good one, boss. Not only does the cave get kind of small in areas, it also has holes all over the place, like a honeycomb. And I don’t know if it’s the main monster in there, or whatever’s living in there, but there are some giant centipedes that look really heavily armored and blend in with the rock. You might want to check out the other cave system first before deciding to go in this one. 

How big are the centipede things? asked Max. 

She considered the question a moment. Their bodies are about as big around as your torso.

Max winced. He had experience fighting creatures with tentacles in his life as Chasa de Milo, but there were still ways to deal with them. For one, the body was a good place to attack. But many-legged critters like a giant centipede could be even worse. They were usually fast, wily, and hard to get a good strike on before swarming.

Being stuck in a claustrophobic cave system with a bunch of enormous centipedes didn’t sound like someone he should attempt at his meager level of power. Solo.

Okay, let’s check out the other cave, he said. He moved to the other cave, and Lavinia repeated her recon mission. She came back earlier this time. So you are right about this cave having creatures with hands and thumbs. 

What are they? 

Goat men, said Lavinia. Specifically, I think they’re feral fauns. 

Max mouthed “feral fawns” and tried to remember if he knew anything about them. Most of his information was coming in fuzzy. Something about Bronze Age weapons. 

Do you know anything about feral fauns? he asked Lavinia. 

They’re fast and strong and mean and not real good with technology, which is probably the main reason why they’re not considered more dangerous than they already are.

What about magic powers and such?

I think they have magic, but it’s sort of basic. Tribal powers and such, using instruments, maybe. I’ve only read about them a few times, and they never particularly impressed me as being that terribly dangerous, at least compared to some other things, she said. 

Max scratched his chin. He thought to himself, So she doesn’t actually know. But any info is better than nothing, and it’s gotta beat the fucking centipedes. Then he mentally projected, In a choice between goat men and giant centipedes, I think I’m gonna choose the goat men. 

Probably a good decision, said Lavinia. 

Max didn’t waste any more time. There were no preparations to make, and he wanted to get a move on before any of the local giants happened to come near.

He cautiously approached the mouth of the cave and funneled a little bit more mana into his eyes. That done, he subtly altered the way the energy was applied. He had a technique to save his night vision if there was a sudden light in the darkness, and he’d applied this subtle safeguard to his eyes from experience. That done, he crept into the tunnel, head on a swivel, all of his senses tuned up to the max. He also mentally asked Lavinia to scout ahead and let him know if he was approaching any of the feral fauns so he’d have a heads-up. 

As it turned out, he didn’t actually run into any of the creatures before getting surprisingly deep, far enough to discover a larger tunnel system. Lavinia told him that this new tunnel continued down for some ways until it opened up again into a large subterranean cavern. Max spotted what had to be the beginning of the cavern ahead. There was a glow from inside, which tracked with Lavinia’s description of a tribal camp set up inside, complete with fires. He could smell them now, too. Burning wood punctuated by the filth of offal and unwashed goat bodies.

He moved slower and grew more cautious. His footsteps made less than a whisper on the stony ground. This was not the first time Max had approached a den of monsters like this, but every time before, he’d either been with a group or had more power of his own. This time he was extra careful, trying to check every step of the way for traps. In his experience, trip lines and triggers could be hard to spot so he used a whisper of mana to comb the air before him. Pressure plates could be hard to spot, but Max knew what to look for. His augmented vision would help with that. In addition, Lavinia was ranging ahead, looking for any danger as well.

Max’s breathing stayed even, but his attention to detail was dialed up to the max. As a result, right before he reached the mouth of the cavern, he felt the click under his feet. Too late, he noticed the hand- and footholds carved into the rock on both sides to help the local monsters move over the trap he’d stepped in.

There was no time to react, no purchase under his feet as the ground underneath Max suddenly gave out. The trap was large, and it hadn’t triggered until he’d been in the middle of it. A perfectly camouflaged trap door swung down, dumping Max into the dark. His hands struck out, trying to stop his fall, but there was no use. He barely kept himself from shouting, from making more of a ruckus. As he fell, he thought fast. 

The trap he’d fallen into was actually a chute. It didn’t head straight down but instead curved to one side. If someone caught in the trap fell like a rag doll, they’d be smashed by the jagged rock. Max invoked Slick’s power, creating a buffer of force between him and the stone of the chute. This action protected his body. Instead of tumbling and being ripped up, his descent felt more like going down a slide. He mentally sent to Lavinia, I thought you said there were no traps!

I didn’t see any! she said. She was as surprised and frantic as he was. Max’s jaw firmed. Neither of them had spotted this trap. And since Lavinia floated, of course, there was no way for her to have discovered it by tripping it. It hurt his pride to admit it, but he’d been caught. The feral fauns seemed to be exceptionally good at traps, especially in the dark like this. Even the lack of traps and enemy presence up until Max had fallen had likely been intentional.

As he plummeted, pieces of metal hung together as a crude noisemaker rang out, making Max’s fall noisier and no doubt alerting the goat men that they’d had an intruder.

Max’s chute eventually ended, and he flew out into open space for a couple short seconds. During that time, he managed to get a glimpse of his new surroundings. He was falling into another huge, subterranean cavern below the one he’d been about to enter before. Max also caught sight of fires and stone buildings. This was some sort of dark faun village. With all the noise and a shower of rocks coming down with Max, all the goat men’s heads swiveled to watch him descending.

At least they all seemed as surprised by the situation as he was. He thanked the stars for small favors.

Max used a combination of his strong body, some mana control, and Slick’s powers to slow and stop his fall well enough to land on his feet. Not only was he in one piece, he was unscathed. The moment he touched down, a large group of feral fauns sitting around a nearby fire stared at him in astonishment. 

The creatures were a few inches shorter than an average human man, but far burlier. In fact, they sort of looked like smaller versions of the giants outside. They didn’t wear armor. Their shaggy fur was thick, though, and would probably provide protection all on its own. Beady eyes reflected the firelight. They all had leather straps across their bodies with pouches and other attachments sewn on. Their horns varied in size and shape, but all seemed sharp.

A second after they’d all stared at Max without moving, the goat men began scrambling up, reaching for spears.

Max didn’t allow himself to be shocked into inaction. There were at least one hundred feral fauns in this cavern, maybe more. As powerful as he was with a one-star mana body now, he was not confident in fighting all of them, especially since he didn’t know exactly how dangerous they were yet. Allowing himself to be surrounded would likely be a death sentence. 

“Lavinia!” he hissed and thought about what he needed. Ethereal armor sprung up to protect his body. The armor glowed, but after the entrance he’d just made, he wasn’t worried about stealth anymore.

Max had to make a split-second decision. To one side were tunnels, but he could see shadows flickering inside, elongated silhouettes of more feral fauns moving, reacting to his entrance. However, to his other side was what looked like some open space. 

What he desperately needed now was a choke point or an escape. Making his choice, he exploded forward, running toward the open area. His movement surprised two goat men, and Max sent his sword whipping through their necks, ending their lives as they gurgled and clutched their wounds on the ground behind him. 

Feral fauns began spreading some sort of new alarm in the form of drums. Their screams and bleats demanded blood. Max sprinted, barely stopping and backpedaling in time to keep from falling into an enormous chasm, the pit deep enough even his augmented vision couldn’t pierce the shadows below. He spun and without hesitation ran back to a thunderous charge of goat men behind him. Several arrows sped in from the darkness, pinging off of Max’s ectoplasmic armor. 

Before he reached the line of thundering monsters approaching him, he suddenly threw himself forward feet first, mentally commanding, SLICK! Before his body hit the ground, a cushion of force appeared between him and the stony floor. Friction lowered dramatically. Instead of crashing to the ground and lying there, he sped forward like he was on oiled ice. The fauns hadn’t been prepared for this, and those in front of him actually jumped up in surprise, letting Max pass beneath them instead of letting him bowl them over. 

The second he was on the other side of the line of monsters, he sprang up, whirling his mana-infused sword in a series of savage slashes that killed a couple more of the creatures. They were fast and strong, but Max was far more skilled, and his sword was alive in his hands.

However, the goat men’s bronze swords had so much sheer mass and were coming so quickly that Max couldn’t directly block very well without risking his balance and had to parry. This limited his options on how to deal with what was becoming an increasing number of frenzied attacks. 

The ring of bronze on steel and of Max’s sword biting furry flesh punctuated the bleats and screams of the feral fauns. Echoes of violence range from the stony ceiling overhead. Firelight provided a hellish backdrop to Max’s desperate fight for survival.

Somewhere in the dim cavern, shamans beat drums, and Max could feel magic gathering. He didn’t recognize what type it was and couldn’t understand it because it didn’t seem to even be mana-based. But suddenly all of his enemies glowed red and the next attack from the dark faun in front of him nearly split his head open. Max leaped back, barely parrying a couple more blows from new opponents. The creatures were definitely moving faster now, hitting harder. Max suspected the new red glow was acting as protection, too.

The damn things seemed to be everywhere, filling the cavern. 

Again, Max made a decision. He sent a mental communication to Lavinia. Their magic is strong! I’m going to hold out for a few seconds. Please go across the chasm and see if there’s something on the other side. 

She understood his intentions with the added mental images he sent. Got it, said the spirit. She wasn’t visible to Max, but he could feel her presence leave. She left her subordinate spirits in place, acting as Max’s armor. Max grew increasingly desperate as more faun shamans joined the fight, apparently stacking buffs on the warriors. It grew harder to fend them off, harder to kill them. 

Finally, Lavinia’s voice rang in his mind again. There is a shelf on the other side, a lot like this side, but it’s way too far across to jump. 

About how far is it?

Maybe a hundred yards. Maybe more.  

“Shit,” Max growled out loud. Despite all of his physical enhancements, his breath was starting to run ragged. He said, We haven’t practiced enough, but I don’t think we have a choice. I need to give it a shot. Lavina, Slick, get ready!

Max ran, heading for the chasm, and shouted, “Slick, now!” Then he jumped up. When he came down, it was on Slick’s power, cushioned and compressed beneath Max’s feet. It felt like invisible springs, almost like Max was jumping on a giant trampoline. Using his momentum, he leaped forward with all his strength.

He sprang high in the air, and the moment he felt like he was at the peak of his jump, he commanded, “Lavinia!” In a split second, the armor around his body moved and changed, gathering on Max’s back. Then a large, glowing mono-wing protruded from his back on top of robust chest armor.

The idea for this use of Lavinia and Slick’s powers together like this had been inspired by hang gliders on Earth.

He glided forward, silent as an owl. Feral fauns behind him screamed in frustration and shot arrow after arrow. Luckily, none hit. But then Max’s luck ran out. One arrow hit his upper arm and went almost all the way through. The fletchings of the arrow had almost entered his wound. 

Max landed and hissed. He mentally commanded Lavinia to move the ectoplasm of his wing back to armor. He broke off the arrow through his arm with a thumb before pulling the rear out of the wound. Then he applied mana, cutting off the flow of blood.

At this point, he was out of range of the archers. He breathed a sigh of relief. Ignoring the sheer chaos on the other side of the chasm, he moved a bit deeper into the new, pitch-black cavern he seemed to have discovered. Then at one side, he spotted what looked like a temple. 

Max sat down, leaning against the stony wall, and shook his head. “There’s a temple down here,” he whispered out loud. While sitting, he waited, listening intently and watching for any pursuit. When it became clear the fauns truly could not follow him, he stood and asked Lavinia if she’d found anything with the new scouting she’d just done. The ghost girl’s voice was subdued, and Max could hear a waver of fear in it as she said, “No goat men here, but for some reason, I can’t enter the building, that temple.” 

Max nodded slowly. All things considered, his current situation was not nearly as bad as it could have been. He’d tripped a trap, but he was still alive and had even killed a few of the feral fauns. Now he had to figure out what his next move would be. 

Idly, Max removed his money bag from his pocket and opened it up, triggering the gathering mechanism. A few mana units seemed to materialize in midair, derived from the corpses of the goat men Max had killed. At least I can get some money here, he thought. Not sure if it’ll be enough to hit a second star mana body.

He cleaned his sword with a rag as he thought. Big groups of the fawns are dangerous, but I bet I can isolate them a few at a time in the future and avoid a big mass like this with their scary-ass shaman buffs. 

Max was comfortable in the darkness, so he sat for a while, tuning out the furious roars and howls of the feral fauns across the chasm. He pondered his next move, but the strange energies coming from the ruined temple were distracting.

Part of him was tempted to explore the structure, but as long as the doors stayed shut, he stayed sane. As long as nothing came out, he was content to leave it alone for the time being.

No use potentially creating more problems for himself at the moment.


FIFTY


Max was able to keep track of time with his tablet, which was useful. Otherwise he’d have no way of knowing how local time was passing in the dark. He idly wondered if time would revert or change once he got back to the Quartet. Thinking about the different time flows and how they didn’t match up honestly hurt his head, so after the first day, he stopped giving it any thought. His mission in the dungeon had become one of simple, methodical extermination. 

At least time was on his side.

On top of his other advantages, even though it was uncomfortable—maddeningly so at times—he didn’t need to eat or drink to keep going. However, the monsters did. Over the course of several days, as Max waged a guerrilla campaign on them, he discovered that the feral fauns drank from a few fetid water sources.

Max had gotten lucky, though. After his second day in the dark, he’d found a trickle on his side of the cavern that seemed to produce crystal-clear water. It wasn’t enough to completely slake his thirst, but it sure beat nothing. And it was definitely better than trying the nasty water that the feral fauns drank. 

Of course, if the faun water had been his only choice, he would have just gone completely without.

Whether it was their nasty water or weird tuber things they ate, Max was always pleased to see the monsters need to take care of their bodies. He was happy they were flesh and blood, mortal creatures—and behaved accordingly. 

Their weaknesses were appreciated, because they definitely were not weak in a fight.

The feral fauns together were more than a match for Max on his own. The way he’d been able to kill some and get away before while they were in a group was only because of his first star mana body and his Blade Sorcerer experience. In his first life, when he’d had a first star mana body, he would have been destroyed for sure. But now not only was he able to kill them, he could do it any time they let their guard, flying over the chasm separating their encampment and his hiding place. 

His enemies were strongest when they worked together, but they couldn’t be at maximum wariness at all times. On top of that, they had logistics to worry about. There was definitely some sort of order in place. It had its own rules, and life had to sustain itself even if no dungeon delvers ever visited, at least as far as Max could tell. 

Whenever he was ready to kill more goat men, Max would climb as high as he could up a rocky wall before springing up into the air with Slick’s aid. His silent glide across the chasm was a great way for him to surprise the monsters. It took them at least a few minutes to register his intrusion, sound the alarm, and for their shamans to use buffing magic. Unfortunately, Max still hadn’t gotten a chance to kill the annoying shamans yet. 

But then the third day, after all the goat men had pulled back from their chasm to the better defended tunnels, Max knew it would be even harder from then on. The feral fauns definitely understood that their shamans were what gave them the greatest edge against Max in combat.

On the fifth day, Max sat in a cross-legged position, chin on his fist, wondering what his next move should be. 

Lavinia had just appeared before him. She was wearing an emo outfit, complete with big boots, torn pantyhose, black shorts, a Batman graphic T-shirt, lip rings, and a tiara. Dozens of colorful bracelets covered her wrists.

Her glow currently wasn’t affecting the surrounding darkness. She could actually provide some illumination that way. For now, she was only appearing to his eyes. “Any news?” he asked out loud. 

“Not really,” she said. “None of them have come back out in the open over there. They’ve abandoned that village because it’s too easy for you to catch them unaware. It looks like… It looks like they’ve set up even more defenses in the tunnels, and the majority of them have moved upstairs to that first big cavern.”

“Well, what if their trap upstairs gets sprung by somebody else?” Max said. 

Lavinia chuckled and sat down. In actuality, she was floating about an inch above the stone. She said, “That’s highly unlikely. I get the feeling that no dungeon delvers have been this way for a very, very long time. Not only that, I’m pretty sure the fauns could just secure the trap door. Want me to check?”

“No, you’re probably right. And it doesn’t matter anyway.” Max remembered how well the trap had been camouflaged. Not for the first time, he wished he had even a slightly larger fraction of his power in his first life. If so, the trap wouldn’t have affected him at all. He dismissed that line of thought as being useless. Then he summoned and looked at his system screen to check the number of mana units he had left again and sighed. He’d actually made a decent amount of money by killing goat men so far, but it wasn’t enough.

The haul he was getting in this place would surely be very profitable even for a full-fledged, four- to ten-person adventuring group. After all, there were several hundred goat men, at least that Max could estimate. However, Max had already burned through hundreds of mana units over the last five days to improve his mana body, thousands altogether. He needed a lot more than he was getting to reach a second star mana body, and unless he could get stronger, there was no point in finishing this dungeon. After all, the moment he got back, he was likely going to get a spear in the chest. 

Killing Regal at this point wouldn’t be a problem, but some of Regal’s friends or maybe even his brother would still be too much of a challenge for Max. Especially in a group. Of course, Lavinia knew all of this already, and she seemed to be at a loss for words, too. 

Out loud, slowly, Max said, “I’ve been doing the math in my head, and I don’t know exactly how many mana units I’d get from killing the giants, but I don’t even know if I can kill them. And even if I can get out of here, going into the cave with the centipedes would be dangerous as hell right now. But let’s say I can kill the giants. If I guess how many mana units I could get from them, plus all the fauns, I might—and I repeat I might—be able to get just enough mana units to reach a second star mana body.” His voice trailed off. 

Lavinia said, “Yes, but it would be super dangerous, and you might still not succeed.” 

“Exactly,” said Max. He folded his arms and bit the side of his cheek. Very deliberately, he turned his head to look in the direction he knew the abandoned temple was in. 

Lavinia noticed the gesture. “I know you’re curious about the temple, but we don’t know what’s in there, either. That could be more dangerous than fighting the giant camp or the centipedes.” 

Max didn’t respond, just kept facing that direction. Higher risk, higher reward, he thought. He tapped one finger against his bicep, trying to weigh the pros and cons, but it was almost impossible because there were too many variables. 

When he kept looking in the direction of the temple, Lavinia spoke again. “We don’t know if it’s another dungeon, or if it’s a boss room, or a treasure room.” 

“Yeah, but that last part is interesting and maybe worth the risk,” said Max. “We know that rewards are better in dungeons that haven’t been traveled for a while, and this one is a fifth level that’s unpopular. It could have been hundreds of years since anybody’s been here. And this temple looks ancient. It’s also in such a weird, out of the way place… It’s possible that no adventurers have ever found it. Who knows?” 

“Yes, who knows?” said Lavinia. “It might also be full of gross, rapey tentacle monsters.” 

Max winced, sighed, and said, “It would be so much better if this place had even just a little bit more. I could just sit around and build on my mana body.” 

Lavinia shook her head. “Maybe not, though. There’s not really unlimited time.” 

“Huh?” Max asked. 

“You don’t know?” she asked. 

“Obviously not. Enlighten me.”

“You don’t have unlimited time, even without needing food. Quests, like this one, have built-in time limits. They might be really long, like a year, but you can’t just stay in here for ten thousand years or whatever. If you could, powerful Challengers all across the universe would be using dungeons like this to train or just live in forever. Each dungeon’s cutoff is different, and if you’re still in here…well, that’s it. Keeps Challengers on their toes. Anyway, there’s a reason why so many of those types choose service in a Quartet to keep living instead.” 

“Yeah, and they still probably get access to these things, too,” said Max. “I mean a few months might not be a century, but it’s still extra time. I bet some of the records list how long various teams have taken to clear dungeons so others would know they could at least stay that long.” 

“That’s true,” said Lavinia. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 

Max held his tongue, knowing that the reason Lavinia never thought about it before was she’d never been a fighter or likely had many friends. She was brilliant but had definitely, obviously been wrapped up in her own concerns.

“All right,” said Max. He’d made a decision and stood up. Before this point, he’d stayed away from the temple, avoiding even the possibility of triggering something nasty by getting too close. He’d gotten most of his in-depth impressions of the structure secondhand from Lavinia. “I’m going to check out this temple for myself.” He held up a forestalling hand when his spirit began to interrupt. “I’m just checking it out. For now,” he added. 

“I hope you don’t regret it,” muttered Lavinia. 

“Yeah, me too,” Max said. 
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Max regarded the ruined temple with something like awe. He’d seen many different types of architecture over the course of his lives, both of them. Especially back in Albion, he’d explored his fair share of ruins or extremely old structures. But what he was looking at now was something different. He pondered how the building actually differed from others he’d seen before. Ultimately, he had to just think of it as alien. It was sharp where it should be round and round where it should be sharp. Shapes were carved, or formed, that made the structure look…sacred. Weighty.

The temple had not been carved out of the rocks of the caves. Instead, it looked like an entire section had been hollowed out, and then a different sort of rock, a darker stone, had been used to build the temple. There were not even ruins or rubble to suggest that other structures had ever existed around it.

All of it was a mystery. 

Max had been able to get to this area by jumping in the air and basically hang gliding over a huge chasm. The flat, rocky area had no other access. He had no idea how anyone could have built this place or even gotten to this area again after the structure was built.

Part of him wanted to handwave it away as a bit of randomness in the dungeon, but based on how all the monsters seemed to still need to eat and drink and otherwise live, he’d begun thinking of the dungeon as an enclosed ecosystem. It was like a pocket dimension of its own, which definitely raised some disturbing questions. He had enough unanswered, unsolved mysteries to worry about without adding more, though.

Various creatures and figures were carved into the stone of the temple. Max was surprised to recognize some of the motifs. There was definitely a representation of the elements, as well as the cardinal directions and differences between heaven and earth. It felt like he was looking at the foundations of every religion, belief structure, and magic system in the universe. What he didn’t find was any obvious dedication to a specific god or purpose.

Even though he was standing fairly close to the temple now, Max didn’t feel any danger. He just felt more of the strange energy like he had before. And now that he was this close, he could definitely feel the shield that Lavinia hadn’t been able to pass through before. But she’d described it as almost a wall and highly uncomfortable. To Max, it felt more like an invisible curtain of mist. It wasn’t exactly unpleasant, just there.

“This place gives me the creeps,” said Lavinia.

“Gives you the creeps?” asked Max. “How is that possible? You’re a ghost.” Most of his attention was on the temple.

“That’s rude.”

“No, it was rude to peek on me in the shower before our contract.” 

“I never peeked on you!” Lavinia retorted.

“I see. The story keeps changing. The plot thickens.” Max’s tone was dry as the desert. He perfectly hid a smile.

The spirit harumphed and made a big deal out of not looking at Max anymore. The two of them studied the temple in silence for several minutes before Max announced, “YOLO,” and stepped forward directly into the barrier. To his surprise, he passed right through without an issue. On the other side of the barrier, the weird energy was stronger, but it wasn’t exactly alarming, just noticeable.

Lavinia’s eyes widened as she tried to follow Max, only to run into an invisible wall. “What the hell?” she protested. 

Max frowned and stepped back through the barrier. He and Lavinia experimented several times, but each time, the barrier easily allowed Max to pass, but never Lavinia.

Finally, the two of them stood outside, and she said, “Maybe it only lets humans pass, or the living.”

“I thought you said you weren’t a ghost,” said Max, his tone wry.

“Now is not the time,” groused Lavinia. 

“Fine, fine. Anyway, I don’t think it’s because you’re a spirit. One of the schools in the Quartet is for Summoners, after all. Also…” Max folded his arms in thought before saying, “Hey, Slick.” Almost immediately, the energetic little spirit popped into existence in front of Max, one eye cocked quizzically. 

“You’ve gone with me to the other side of the barrier, right?” Slick nodded and then jumped up in the air, doing what looked like the Moon Walk. “Okay, that’s all I needed, Slick. You can go back.” The spirit nodded happily and disappeared again.

Lavinia’s eyes were wide as she looked at where Slick had just been, then up to Max. “Slick was with you the entire time?”

“Yeah,” Max said. “So why aren’t you going through, too?” 

Lavinia made a face. “Probably because Slick is inside you.”

“What?” 

Lavinia made another less-pleasant face. “Spirits don’t have to live outside of their contracted Summoner when they’re resting. Some can choose to inhabit the Summoner’s soul space. Or some Summoners force their spirits to. I’ve been”—she paused, then said—“independent this entire time.”

“Why?” Max asked. He could think of a million other questions, but this seemed to be the most important one. 

The former Summoner shrugged helplessly. “This is the first time I’ve been a contracted spirit. I’ve got spirits in my own soul space right now. I guess maybe deep down I just felt like if I’m in your soul space, I really need to…I don’t know…accept things more? But that can’t be it because I’m not unhappy, and I don’t feel like I haven’t accepted things. It’s just like…” She paused, searching for the words. “Like a wall that I need to get over. Maybe?”

“What are the benefits of you being in my soul space?” asked Max.

“Well, for one, it would obviously allow me to pass this barrier.” She waved her hand in front of them and laughed nervously. “It can help with communication and a few other things. I don’t know. I just have always told myself that it wasn’t important, which is why I haven’t done it.”

Max didn’t want to be rude or insensitive, but he was in a hostile dungeon in front of an enigmatic temple, trying to grow more powerful so he could make it back to the Quartet without being killed at numerous points along the way. But it was also fundamentally uncomfortable to leave Lavinia behind the barrier, not just for his sake but for hers. 

“Is there anything I can do or say to make it easier for you to consider maybe, uh”—he tripped over the words—“entering my soul space?”

“Not really.” Lavinia shook her head and said, “Do me a favor and just wait here for a while. I promise I’ll be back before too long.” Without further warning, she winked out of existence.

Max stared at the place she’d been standing before shrugging and dropping into a meditative sitting position. Then, as he waited, he methodically crushed mana units and sucked the energy into his body, processing it, making it his own. About an hour passed before Lavinia came back without fanfare.

“Okay, I’m ready. Let’s do this. I wanna see what’s on the other side.” 

Max opened one eye quizzically. “What changed?”

She seemed about ready to respond before shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is I’ve made my decision. So let’s hurry up and do this before I lose my nerve.”

Max stood. “Do I need to do anything?”

“No, not really,” said Lavinia. She coughed nervously, then coughed again. Eyes wild, she suddenly shouted, “Leroy Jenkins!” 

Max blinked. “That meme is really old—” he started to say, before Lavinia disappeared, and he could feel her energy get…closer somehow. As it happened, he realized that he’d felt the same from Slick before, just weaker. Despite how powerful Slick was, the little spirit was less than Lavinia and perhaps much less complex. 

The change, maybe more of an adjustment, didn’t take long, but after it was done, Max definitely felt spiritually heavier.

Max didn’t waste time. He stepped through the barrier and then, with an explorative manner, thought-spoke to Lavinia: I’m through. A second later, she appeared again. She was acting strange. The expression on her face read as resolute and maybe something else. 

“Okay, it worked,” she said.

“Yes, it did,” Max unnecessarily agreed. The two of them looked at each other, smiled awkwardly, shrugged, and walked into the pitch-black temple together.


FIFTY-ONE


The inside of the temple dimly lit up as Max entered. The faint light was comforting at first, but when he glanced back, the illumination almost seemed to form a literal pool. It did not extend out of the entryway for more than about a foot. Physics seemed to be more of a suggestion than a rule in this place.

Esoteric, arcane decorations ran down the entire length of the hallway that Max could see. If the alcoves in the walls had ever held anything, it was all long gone now. 

Carvings ran along the ceiling and faded statues had been carved directly into the stone untold millennia ago. Details long gone, statues of proud heroes stood next to horrifying monsters.

Several sets of double doors made of metal had to be opened as Max traversed down the long hallway. They opened easily, soundlessly, and closed behind him on their own.

The lighting seemed to come from some of the carvings but not obviously so. The illumination winked out behind Max at the same rate it came to life before him. The light was weak and syrupy, almost languid. Max’s hackles rose as the feel of the energy and the entire vibe of the ruin seemed to change from one moment to the next. 

From where she was riding shotgun in Max’s spirit, Lavinia whispered, Even what my senses as a spirit are telling me now is confusing and scary. This is a strange, foreboding place. Max agreed, minus the spirit senses part. But while the ruin was making him nervous, he still didn’t feel any actual feeling of danger from the place. His fear came more from the immensity of it all. Max was not easily impressed, not after his previous life. But he’d never seen anything like this before. There was an air of gravitas around every square inch of the temple. He didn’t think that this spiritual or magical weight he was feeling was just due to the structure’s age, either. It all felt important…sacred. There was something majestic about the ruins, dark as they were and having suffered the ravages of time. 

The strange, imposing hallway eventually opened into a large, circular room. When Max glanced up, he could barely see the ceiling, then realized that the room was actually half a sphere. He inspected further and found metal grates at intervals around the floor. The grates allowed glimpses into the bottom of what actually turned out to be a spherical room. Under the floor, gears and levers of differing types of metal had sat unmoving for long enough to develop a coating of dust like snow. 

Carvings around the curved walls in this room were different than the hallways had been. Max was drawn to them, and he willed Lavinia to cover his body with glowing armor, giving him a bit more light to see by. The mural told a story, one that Max didn’t entirely follow. What he could gather was that it was perhaps a history, or maybe a parable involving space and time, conquering all opposition and creating worlds. There were other figures in the mural as well—whether gods or demons, Max wasn’t sure. 

At the opposite side of the room, there was a large, deeply carved symbol of a tower. Merely looking at it made Max’s spirit quiver. There were words written in many languages next to it. Interestingly enough, Max did not see Quartet language among them, but he did recognize Chinese, Spanish, English, Arabic, and others. The inscription in English read:

Blessed be the Originators.

Try to

Love them

Hate them

Fear them

Join them

Destroy them

But never underestimate them

Max wasn’t sure what the words meant, but they chilled him to the bone nonetheless. 

In silence, he walked around the room several times, examining the mural and trying to burn as much of it as he could into his mind. He felt like there was more to it that he wasn’t seeing, hidden levels and a profound meaning that currently escaped him. Finally, he approached the center of the room.

A stone pedestal with a pale, milky orb resting on top commanded Max’s attention. Around the pedestal there were blocks of at least thirty languages arranged radially. Max found instructions in Old English.

Trying to read this form of English made him remember trying to decipher Beowulf back in high school.

He could barely understand it even after reading the text multiple times. What he could make out seemed to relate to the pedestal and the room as whole. The words seemed to instruct one seeking truth to touch the orb…to see the start of all things.

Any idea about any of this? Max asked Lavinia.

No clue. Actually maybe a… No, I don’t know. 

Max stood for a while, staring at the pedestal, wondering what he should do. In his past life, he might have merely walked away. Toying with ancient powers that one did not understand was usually not a great way to avoid unforeseen consequences. After coming to the Quartet, he’d decided he was willing to take a few risks in this second life that he would not have in his first. Out loud he said, “YOLO!” for the second time in ten minutes and touched the orb with a single finger. 

Immediately, a small light flashed, and an amorphous blob of glowing matter appeared in the air about five feet in front of Max. He took a single step back in surprise before watching it curiously. Not only was it staying in one place, not approaching him, his instincts were not warning him of any danger. Sure enough, about thirty seconds later, there was another flash of light, and an older human man was standing in the dimly lit chamber where the blob had been. He looked to be in his sixties, tall and thin, with a mustache and goatee. Looking very formal, he was dressed in a suit. The man bowed, and Max didn’t say anything, just waited. 

Max half expected Lavinia to pop out and say something snarky, but everything about the situation seemed to be suppressing the ghost girl’s normal spirit. 

After the man stood from his bow, he merely studied Max and didn’t say anything. He also didn’t otherwise move. Max thought briefly about what to do before mentally shrugging and opening his third eye. He only had his mind opened to the truth, peeling back the layers of reality for a couple of seconds, but it was still enough to blow him away. What he simply…knew…now, astounded him. 

He also knew there was no way this figure would not have felt the third eye observation. 

Max took the initiative to say, “Why did you appear as a butler?” 

“I would think that would be obvious to you by now,” said the man. Instead of Quartet language, the butler-looking entity spoke English. “I am an artifact messenger, a recording, or maybe as people of your development and sophistication might think of me, an interactive instruction manual.” 

“Yes, I got that part already,” said Max, “but I highly doubt that you actually look like this.” He waved at the man, which he now understood to be something like an incredibly ancient, highly sophisticated AI help program made of primordial magic. 

The not-butler sniffed. “There is a core directive in my purpose that leads me to take forms best suited to interface with a mortal. I would have a difficult time breaking the barriers around your mind, and I have no motivation to do so in the first place. However, getting some impressions of your past experiences from your contracted spirit was much easier.” Max could feel a sudden spike of Lavinia’s outrage, and he tried his best to calm her. Max felt some irony from the situation. After all, hadn’t Lavinia more or less read his mind as part of the deal for her to be contracted with him in the first place? Of course, this thing had not asked anyone’s permission first. 

Max let it slide. After seeing this apparition with his third eye, he perfectly understood what the butler’s function was, and being angry or suspicious was pointless. It’d be the same as getting upset directly at a helpful-hints cartoon for a word-processing program back on Earth. This butler-thing truly didn’t have a personality of its own and was merely serving a function. Max didn’t know exactly how he knew this, and he was painfully aware that he was not a very powerful Summoner yet. It almost felt like he shouldn’t have gleaned all this information so easily. Maybe whoever had made this butler program had also added an ease of probing to it, something that communicated certain information to anyone who did any type of divination. 

Max quickly relayed his theory to Lavinia, and she agreed. 

“Do you have a name?” asked Max. 

“No,” the Butler-AI-thing said. “You may just call me…Switchboard.” 

“Okay, Switchboard. Clever name.” Max hid his eye roll. “So why are you here, exactly?”

“I am here to help any Challenger that wishes it, but also to warn them of the dangers of doing so.” 

Max said, “I see. How long have you been in here? How long has it been since anybody visited this place?” 

The not-butler figure cocked his head. “Curious, I am not sure about this answer myself, but even if I was, I would feel no obligation to tell you.” 

“Charming,” Max muttered. “So what is this opportunity you’re talking about, and what are the dangers involved?” 

The man nodded and gestured. On the far side of the room where the carved passages about the Originators were, a portal suddenly appeared, spiraling to life and casting stronger illumination on that side of the room. 

Switchboard said, “You may choose to enter this portal if you are a Challenger. Of course, the odds are that any who come to this place will be a Challenger. However, I will not ask if you are a Challenger. It is your choice to make, your risk.” 

Max cocked an eyebrow and stayed silent as he pondered the things Switchboard just said. It almost sounded like the legalese of a contract. The butler continued, “You may always choose to walk away before entering. I will not stop you. If you pass through the portal and it is your destiny to do so, you may receive good fortune. But doing so may not be easy, and the strength of your convictions will be tested.”

“What does that mean?” Max said. “Will I be in danger?” 

“You will be under no physical danger if you pass through the portal unless you make choices that lead that direction.”

Cryptic, thought Max. “And will I be able to come back out once I go through?” he asked. 

“Yes. After entering, there will be several minutes where the portal must recharge. Then you will be free to return.” 

Max’s decision about what to do next might have been harder if he hadn’t already seen that Switchboard was unable to lie. In some ways, it was like speaking to an incredibly advanced computer program. Knowing this fact helped, and it didn’t take long for him to weigh his pros and cons. Of course, if he walked away now, even if he could escape the dungeon he was in, he wasn’t sure he’d be destined for anything but corpse-camping in the Quartet, hunted and hounded until he could achieve his second star mana body.

That didn’t sound like much fun.

The “good fortune” that Switchboard mentioned sounded to Max like treasure or maybe even an inheritance from a powerful Challenger. His theory so far was that this temple was the tomb of an incredibly powerful warrior from ancient times. 

Max figured the portal led to a test, maybe something to do with willpower or even a series of questions. But if the return portal was timed and he got questions he couldn’t answer or was in danger in any other way, he was fairly confident that he could stall long enough to come back. Also, he reminded himself, at the end of the day, no risk, no reward. Besides, Max was fairly sure that this area still counted as part of the dungeon, so if he died, the worst that could happen was being revived in his own body back on Earth. 

At least he hoped so. 

He wanted to ask about it but kind of didn’t want to know. He also didn’t want to give away that it was a possibility if it was something the Switchboard wasn’t aware of. 

Max eyed the portal one last time before making his decision. He half expected Lavinia or maybe even Slick to give him their opinions, but both of them kept silent and radiated resignation in his mind. They were leaving this one up to him. 

Max said, “I am going to go through the doorway.” 

Switchboard bowed. “I think that may prove to be a wise decision. Or perhaps a foolish one. Time will tell.” 

“Yeah, really helpful, ol’ Switch,” Max said. 

“You are very welcome.”

Max ignored the magic AI. He walked forward and didn’t hesitate as he passed through the portal. 

The moment Max stepped through, he felt a shift and immediately knew he was far from where he had been before, and not just geographically. It was a fundamental, gut-level feeling that he knew with all of his heart to be the truth. Next, he registered the room itself. 

The space he was in was like living in a dream. He’d never seen anything like it before. Whether it was a room or a cavern or a structure at all, he had no idea. It was almost like he existed in a sliver of time between heartbeats. The air felt charged like the moment before a sigh. 

All the elements were present, from every elemental system Max was aware of and then some. Western elements were present as well as Eastern elements, including one for wood. There were at least two dozen. The elements were arranged in a circle around the platform that Max had appeared on. Each existed within its own little puddles of energy, but also beside visions or examples of the element itself. 

Max focused on one of them, the element of water. There was a puddle of water within an aura of water, all next to a glass full of water in front of a small waterfall falling out of nowhere complete with a rainbow. Near that was an aura of fire, with a candle next to a small burning campfire in front of a scene of a forest fire. Above all the other flames hung a tiny sun with its own orbiting solar system. 

Past the elements, to one side of the space was a hemisphere of light—on the other side was one of darkness. Floating above in the air were representations of the four seasons, with thousands of images related to each season flashing in a kaleidoscope that evoked memories, sensations, even smells from the entire course of Max’s life. When he stared too long at the representation of autumn, he suddenly felt like he’d stepped into a memory: starting his first day of kindergarten on Earth. Even though this memory was from before he’d remembered his life as Chassa de Milo, it was so clear he felt like he was there again, his mind more simple and full of wonder. The limited but familiar way he’d seen the world as a little boy felt like putting on a shoe too small for him. 

The sensation and the memory was interrupted when he heard amused laughter. 

Max tore his eyes away from the seasons in the sky to find the source of the chuckle. He was shocked to his toes when he saw another person, a woman. There was a flash, and suddenly Max was in a lavishly decorated but somehow cozy sitting room with this same woman standing across from him. 

She was ravishing, stunning, one of the most beautiful people he’d ever seen in his life—perhaps the most striking. The woman wore dark, sultry clothing and had a pair of horns growing out of her head. A glossy, dark pair of wings spread behind her. In one hand, she held a silver goblet that she sipped from as she examined Max over the rim. 

Like he had before with Switchboard, Max opened his third eye to attempt another data shortcut. The moment he did, it felt like he’d been hit by a runaway train directly impacting his spirit. His soul felt like it’d been thrown into the fires of hell. He screamed and pressed both hands to his face as he doubled over, trying to hold the pieces of himself together.


FIFTY-TWO


A kaleidoscope of images, impressions, histories, and facts assailed Max’s mind like a rapid-fire stream of cannonballs covered in felt. He was forced to gaze upon snapshots of a reality that he was currently too limited to truly see, but his spiritual eye felt like it was open for ages. He shut his third eye as soon as he could, but the damage was done.

Flash.

He saw a raven flying over a battlefield, the bodies still exuding so much power in death that they warped the very world around them.

Flash. 

A clock stood on a blood-soaked table, each grain of sand saving an innocent life.

Flash.

Swords spun through the darkness, searching for their owners. One desired the taste of flesh, and the other hungered for justice. They traveled together knowing that it was destined that one would destroy the other.

Flash.

Glowing, malevolent eyes surveyed the carnage before it and showed a hint of satisfaction until a young warrior in black armor planted himself, ready to do battle.

Flash.

A king dressed in gold, dripping torrents of blood, was carried on a shield by four giants.

Flash.

Three gems, one green, one red, and one black, spun around each other in an endless darkness.

Flash.

A muttering of history and divine accomplishments crawled over his soul like spiders.

Flash.

An endless battlefield full of light and dark fighters stretched until the horizon. Blades flashed and entire mountains were destroyed.

Flash. 

Words rocked his fragile consciousness, threatening to unravel it:

GUARDIAN OF PROPHECY

KNOWLEDGE OF THE SLAIN

HIGH QUEEN OF BATTLE

PRINCESS OF DARKNESS

RAVEN OF FATE

DARK TRINITY

EYES OF THE BATTLEFIELD

Max’s spirit and soul felt like they were shattering. He fought with everything he had to stay whole, to keep himself from falling apart. He’d always prided himself on having a strong mind, and truly, if it was any weaker, he would have already been past saving. 

When he’d used his third eye, it was like he’d tried dumping the ocean into a red Solo cup.

With every fiber of his being, he steeled his resolve and pushed back against the weight of what he’d just witnessed. Struggling against it made him feel like he was desperately trying to bench-press a mountain. As he labored to survive, he felt two other presences with him. One was Slick, who gave him comfort, and the other was Lavinia, who directed all of her own spirits in Max’s mind space as glue that pulled him back together. Max focused with everything he had, desperately avoiding oblivion by narrow margins again and again. He didn’t know how long it took him to get over the worst of it, but by the time he could finally breathe again, it felt like he’d just used every bit of energy he could have mustered. He glanced up warily.

The strange woman was seated in a chair, legs elegantly crossed, staring with equal parts concern and amusement.

But now Max knew who and what this entity was, and she was no woman. This was a goddess. Of this he was absolutely sure.

Max’s mind had not been strong enough to receive everything his third eye had tried to show him, much less process it, but he’d caught bits and pieces. Enough for him to be truly, absolutely humbled for the first time in either one of his lives. 

He believed in showing his best face and keeping a strong front. Max gave the most stately bow he had ever used in Albion and said, “I greet the Morrigan. Your presence honors me.” 

She nodded in response. “Yes, you would know who I am after Seeing me with your third eye. Congratulations on surviving that mistake. Truly, I am pleased that you still live. We have things to discuss. Please sit.”

Max nodded and took a seat on the chair next to him. He noticed that Morrigan’s wings rose directly above her to give room to sit in her chair, and they fluttered as she slightly turned, seeming to look to one side and through him. “If you’d like, you may choose to manifest your spirits, or they can choose to do so themselves. I am not hostile. It is true that you almost just came apart, but that was your own doing, and I was not offended by your gazing upon me. Although I have not met very many Summoners, you are not the first Summoner I’ve met. However, it is unfortunate that you did not meet me after being slightly more experienced. There is a way for Summoners to more passively gauge the strength of one they face before completely opening themselves in such a vulnerable way.”

Slick appeared on the ground near Max’s foot and jumped up onto his knee. The little spirit was trembling. Lavinia did not make an appearance. She mentally sent, I’m scared, Max. I’m really scared. 

I think we probably should be, Max responded. 

The Morrigan’s wings twitched again. “I can imagine that at this point you are probably confused about what is happening. This is understandable. So I will give you the courtesy of explaining some so that you understand your situation before we have the discussion I came here for.” 

Max nodded. “Thank you.”

“The structure that you entered is incredibly ancient, possibly even predating your Quartet system.” She sneered the last word. “But we will not discuss that. The structure’s purpose is to send an individual to a special place where it is possible to send out a special signal. This call can cross time and space, possibly even reverberate through unconnected dimensions. However, it’s fairly weak to begin with, and you didn’t have much power of your own to add to it. So I believe that your visit to the primordial space actually went completely unnoticed by any except for myself.”

She paused. “To be honest, I might not have taken any interest in it if I had not so recently come upon an excellent champion in an extremely unlikely place. What is the idiom? ‘Leave no stone unturned.’” The goddess raised an eyebrow, her eyes sharp. “I can see that you still don’t understand what I’m talking about. Let me try again with more background.” She recrossed her legs.

“In the greater universe, the collective universe, there are several realities. Think of each reality as its own universe. These realities are only joined in a few very specific ways. Suffice to say that in your universe, I do not exist, at least not actively in this form.” She smiled. “Do you have a question?”

“Uh, yes, thank you,” said Max. He wasn’t sure where to start. He was having a bit of an existential crisis. He’d known of gods and religions on Albion. In school, he’d studied myths on Earth. In fact, he was actually somewhat familiar with some myths of the Morrigan before coming to this place. But Max had never taken much stock in the divine. He’d figured it was likely that gods existed, but it hadn’t ever truly concerned him that much. 

Now he was wrapping his mind around how the Morrigan was obviously here in front of him, and she’d just said she didn’t exist. 

Max said, “If you are here from a different universe, then why are there myths and legends about you on Earth?”

“That’s a good question,” said the goddess. “The reality is that one of my level of existence is not merely powerful. Power is not all that we are, or rather, the sheer scale of it warps the world around us. We also have a depth to ourselves that can serve as both an anchor and also a chain. This depth means that in most realities, if not all of them, there will be various stories and beliefs depicting some version of myself.” 

Max nodded slowly. “Sort of like pressing a pen on a sheet of paper on top of a legal pad, right? There’s a dent on the pages beneath it.”

“Exactly!” said the Morrigan. “Wisely said. That’s a perfect example. 

“What you did when you accessed the primordial area from the ancient structure was allow your presence to radiate out to every separate universe connected by the Lode.” She held up a hand. “I will not tell you what the Lode is. You are not advanced enough yet to have earned that knowledge. In this situation, I may merely mention its name.”

Lode, Max made a mental note. Then he asked, “So if you don’t exist in my universe, then where are we now?” 

“Another excellent question,” said the goddess. “Right now, we are still in the primordial space that you were occupying before. However, I merely used some of the power and matter available on hand to make this much more comfortable meeting room. If you had stayed in that original space too long, you may have been transfixed by some of the pure concept manifestations and possibly lost your mind.”

“Lovely,” said Max. He had to admit to himself that he’d been feeling a little spacey before the goddess had shown up.

“Indeed. So now that you know your situation, I would like to have the discussion with you that I came here for.”

“I’m listening.” Max was struggling to keep up an unruffled front. His entire world view had just been shaken a bit. It was one thing to know that another being was more powerful than him, but he could still remember glimpses of truths regarding the Morrigan’s nature. Just the edges of the memories he could recall almost made him start shivering. The goddess must have noticed something because she said, “It is unfortunate that you almost destroyed yourself by gazing upon me. However, it does allow us to skip some time-wasting and tiresome topics that might have otherwise cropped up, such as my nature and who I am and whether I truly am a goddess, correct?” 

“Yes, that is definitely true, Lady.”

The Morrigan held out one hand, and on it, a yin-yang symbol manifested in the air. She said, “Now that you know what I am, you are definitely aware that I am a dark goddess, but you are also aware that does not mean evil. Nor does the Light necessarily mean something is good. If anything, the two are a methodology difference rather than something as simple as concepts of ‘right’ or ‘wrong.’ Although I will concede that dark gods are often eviler than Light gods are.

“And indeed, not only have you seen the truth of my existence, but in your past life, when you were Chasa de Milo, you were hailed as the Hero of Albion. But winners write history, yes? Your enemies, if resurrected, might claim that some of the ways you solved some problems were not of the Light.”

She seemed to study him for a moment, then continued. “Interesting. Yes, you have a very unique and impressive collection of titles.” Max almost asked a question, but the goddess seemed to know what he was thinking. “I am sure you are not aware of what titles are, since they are not well understood in your universe. But suffice to say, I can see evidence of some of the greatest and most terrible actions of your life. Events that left a mark on many souls, on your world, or on history. A warrior like yourself is not fated for obscurity. This can obviously be a double-edged sword.”

Max was slightly lost by the implications suggested by the conversation but got jolted into the present when he felt Lavinia’s shock. It took him a while to realize what it was for. Oh yeah, he thought. The Morrigan had just used his name in his past life. 

Lavinia’s emotions must have reached the goddess. She chuckled. “Yes, little spirit, you are contracted with one who has already tasted greatness and likely will again. To be one as fortunate as yourself and not even be aware of it… Serendipity, or fate?”

When the goddess gestured, a new cup filled her hand, one made of carved wood. She took a sip. “I feel that now we come to the heart of this meeting, Max Cunningham. In my universe, gods of light and gods of darkness compete using Champions. I have come here today to offer you a proposal. You see, while I do not exist in your universe, that doesn’t mean I can’t leave pieces of myself there. In addition, if you grow enough, you may have the opportunity to find yourself somewhere that my domain reaches in the future. I wish to offer you the opportunity to become my Champion. In return, I will grant you a boon. Unless you reject me outright now, the rest of this conversation can be used for us to search for an agreement regarding this matter that we are both happy with.”

Max blinked. That was a lot to take in all at once. He dared not send any questions or comments to Lavinia. In fact, he could tell the spirit was just as shocked as he was, if not more. She was likely still processing the revelation about Max’s history in Albion.

He still felt exhausted, drained, and unprepared, but the situation he was in was potentially an opportunity. Probably dangerous, yes, but an opportunity. He needed to be thinking straight. 

Get it together! he told himself, then made a conscious decision to focus on the present. So many random facts about the Morrigan hit his brain like meteorites striking a satellite in space, leaving holes and craters. For instance, he randomly knew/remembered that this was not the full body of the goddess. Instead, it was just a splinter of her awareness. But, even so, if she was not veiling herself, the sheer power of the fragment would fry his soul. 

He could probably take her at face value for her motivation here. It was likely she’d come for exactly the reason she’d just explained. If she wanted him dead, he would already be dead. So he could definitely rule that out as her motivation.

If only Max understood the ins and outs of it better…

Max took a deep breath and asked himself a very simple question: based on everything he knew about the Morrigan now, which was actually quite a bit after risking his entire existence to gaze upon her, could he tolerate working for her? He studied the goddess before him as she patiently wanted for him to speak.

He made a decision.


FIFTY-THREE


“I’m not promising to make a deal, but I’m willing to hear you out, Lady.”

“This is good. How do you wish to proceed?”

Max was momentarily taken aback by the question but decided to just roll with it. “I want to ask one of my most pressing questions. Why do you want me to be your Champion, especially if you’re existing in another reality entirely? Furthermore, why me? I want to know if you have other Champions and what sort of deal I could get out of this. I also want to know if this will make me a warlock or not…because I’m not really excited about that sort of thing.”

The Morrigan laughed. “That was a number of questions. Why did I come to meet you? Because you are here and you are not an average warrior. I am willing to invest time and attention in places others are not. In my reality, gods choose Champions as part of a proxy struggle. It’s a way to play a type of game, a game with great stakes. If you are my Champion, you will automatically be a part of that. It’s called the Eternal Struggle. There’s something similar taking place in your reality, but I am not at liberty to tell you about it.”

“Really? You’re a goddess, but you still have a gag order?” Max asked. 

Morrigan’s expression was unreadable. “None may order me, but my words carry weight, and I have an understanding with others. There are some subjects I must not speak on.”

Max remembered the strange writing in the spherical room. “Is this about the Originators?” 

The goddess artfully waved a hand, brushing the question away, but her expression spoke volumes this time. Max gave himself a mental note to not forget about the Originators. 

“I don’t suppose you can tell me if the Originators have anything to do with the monsters that attack worlds in my universe, can you?” 

“You are asking dangerous questions. These are questions such that I cannot even merely refuse to answer without giving away information. If you keep this up, I may be forced out of this primordial space back to my reality. While others cannot control me or control what I say, they can inconvenience me.”

“Is it that serious?” asked Max. 

“Yes, it is that serious.”

“Okay, well, how about instead of more questions, I’ll just listen for a minute?” said Max. 

“So be it,” said the goddess. “One of the greatest potential advantages for myself if you were my Champion would be a connection through you to your reality. Through this connection, I could observe, learn of any changes that might impact my own domain.”

“Really?” asked Max. “And spying through me would be okay with the powers in my universe?”

“Another dangerous question, Max Cunningham, but this is one I will answer. Just as I will not answer some of your questions, those in power in your universe are bound to not interfere with my Champions, at least not directly.” 

Max nodded. That did make a certain sort of sense. It also helped explain why the Morrigan wouldn’t answer certain questions and seemed a little touchy about it. Maybe there was some sort of supernatural cold war. He asked, “If that’s the case, then why didn’t any other gods come here to try to scout me?”

“There are several reasons, but the most important is that I got here first.” Her eyes radiated amusement. “Also, gods may choose to have many Champions or very few. I am the latter. Because of my choosy nature, I am willing to look in less likely places, seeking truly unique candidates to be my Champions. In fact, if you accept my proposal, you will only be one of three current Champions. As for what the deal usually entails, they truly vary. But as a Champion, you would also have access to a special purchase system in which you can spend resources, points earned through great feats. This is the most I can speak about this matter with you now since you are not a Champion yet. But I tell you the truth: it can be a great advantage for a Champion to use this system.”

Max understood the subtext of what the goddess was saying. The reward system she’d mentioned might help him in the future, but he’d have to live long enough and unravel enough mysteries in his own universe first to get that far. This actually excited him, and he wondered aloud, “Okay, that’s interesting, but I still don’t hear any specifics. Do you want to take my soul?”

The goddess waved a hand. “If you offer it, I won’t turn it down. Despite not being known for my associated afterlife, unlike some gods, I definitely would not turn down or waste a soul. But I wish to only keep those who truly desire to serve me, not make it transactional. It is a great responsibility and one that I have not accepted in quite some time.”

“Okay,” said Max. “I don’t really have any strong ties to any religions. But I do wonder if my soul was pledged to you, but I died in my universe, what would happen?”

“Now, that,” said the Morrigan, “is a very interesting question.”

“Not exactly filling me with confidence here, Lady,” said Max. 

“How cheeky.” The goddess softly laughed. “I am sure that you noticed the age of the structure that led you to this place. There are several others scattered around your reality, but not many. In all my eons of existence, this is my first time conversing with a potential Champion in this manner. So now we both have the opportunity to experience new things. On that note, perhaps I can help us find an accord, but I must know more about you first. If you give me an abbreviated version of your life—no—two lives, both as Chasa de Milo and Max Cunningham, as well as your goals, needs, and desires, perhaps I can suggest a boon that will satisfy you.”

Max folded his arms and chewed on his lip. He was sensitive to the fact that both of his contracted spirits were listening in. Now that Lavinia knew about his past life as Chasa de Milo, it meant she would have a lot of questions anyway. He might as well get it all out there—save himself some trouble later. Screw it, he thought. Max said, “Okay, here it goes,” and then he began to speak. 

The story took quite some time to tell—from his life in the slums on Albion, his early days as a mercenary, then as an adventurer, going on campaigns to protect the world from destruction, dying violently and remembering his previous life as a child on another world. Then he spoke of his time on Earth before arriving in the Quartet. 

He thought the Morrigan seemed especially interested in his experiences in the Quartet. She gave nothing away, but Max got the impression she was most interested when he mentioned how he’d been researching the acquisition of a third Path.

Once he was done speaking, the goddess said, “I will think on this matter for a moment.” Max nodded and watched as she pondered. In his head, Lavinia still had not said a word, and through their bond, he felt like the spirit was not a human woman he was speaking to. This was a goddess with horns and wings. In the brief moment he’d met her eyes, he’d felt like he might actually fall into them. 

Finally, Morrigan said, “I am rather curious what would happen if you were to die in your universe while your soul is pledged to me. In all of my long existence, it is something I have never had an opportunity to discover, and gods do not share information on matters such as this. Truth be told, I do have need of more eternal servants as well. However, I am also curious about your reincarnation. Transference of a memory with a soul is not usually possible without divine intervention, and I do not sense any vestiges of the divine on you. 

“I think I actually will ask that you fully join my service. This involves pledging your soul. However, if you decide you should ever wish to my service entirely, all you must do is repay what you have been granted to first join.

“On that note, the first item of payment I am offering is similar to a Path Tome, one of the books you mentioned that will allow you to learn a new Path. However, a book of that size is such a clunky thing. Instead, I will give you a spiritual memory.”

She held up a hand and a bright light flickered, just a pinprick of brilliance several inches above her palm. “This is a Path spark. It is the totality of Path-related memories from one who climbed to the top of power in the distant past. This particular one is for a special type of Sorcerer. Your drive to be the first three-Path Challenger in your universe is bold and commendable. Your information is wrong, though. There has already been at least one before. That said, if you are able to attain three Paths and master them, you will truly become one of the most powerful beings in your universe. And I find this interesting. However, all the Paths that you mentioned would not integrate with your unique circumstances. It would have cost you everything. The Path I am offering here will work with your two existing Paths, I’m sure of it.”

“Are you going to tell me what kind of Sorcerer this Path spark person was?” asked Max. 

“No.” She smiled. “Call it a whim if you like. If you accept this boon, the process of accepting the Path spark is similar to contracting spirit, but is one-sided. This knowledge will become a part of you. If you accept it, the process is irreversible.”

“I see,” said Max. “So in order to get out of the deal, I would have to find another Path spark to give you, or more realistically, a Path Tome, right?”

“Precisely,” said the Morrigan. “Now for your second boon.” 

She held up her other hand. On top of it floated a silver sphere with glowing veins of white. “This is a mana vault. It’s an extremely rare artifact from my universe that allows the storage of mana. This will, among other things, passively absorb mana, allow you to store mana, and can be triggered to release mana in order to help you build your mana body. It should allow you to more efficiently and regularly practice mana control. It does not have the ability to make or build currency in your universe’s Quartets, mana units.”

Now she definitely had Max’s full attention. Not only was this item fantastic and just what he needed, if he ever got cold feet this Champion thing, he was pretty sure he could just give this artifact back. 

The Morrigan made both previous items disappear from her hands and said, “There is one more gift that I will give you if we reach an understanding. And after receiving this, the deal would be very generous indeed.”

“I am excited to see it,” said Max. He meant it. 

The Morrigan snapped her fingers. In the air between them floated a pendant on a thin chain. When Max tried to examine the pendant more closely, he kept having to force past a desire to look away. He realized it might be some sort of obfuscation ability built into it. When he managed to push through the veil, he saw that it was what looked like an obelisk made of black stone in a cage of silver. At the bottom of the cage was a white sphere, also in its own cage.

“This necklace is a powerful artifact that will, in time, help you learn to adjust and modify your third eye. It is called the Hidden Twilight Eye. In addition to protecting yourself, it will give you the ability to learn more about the living as well, not just spirits.”

“What do you mean?” asked Max. “Can you give me an example?”

The Morrigan grinned, and for the first time, Max noticed her sharp canines. “With this artifact, you can use your third eye to quickly and accurately determine what Path any enemy Challenger is on.”

Max blinked at that. He asked, “And that’s only one of its functions?”

“Correct,” said the Morrigan, “but you will have to learn how it works and unlock its functionality over time.”

Inside Max’s mind, Lavinia spoke for the first time since he’d come to this strange place. Max, I’ve read of something like that before in an old book of myths. An item like that is definitely legendary level. I’m sure of it.

Max nodded slowly. The Morrigan waved her hand, and the three items that she’d promised now all hung in the air together. “What say you?” she asked. 

Max pursed his lips and thought. Two of the items that she was offering, he’d be able to just give back if he ever wanted out of his contract. One of them, the Path knowledge, he could theoretically replace with a Path Tome if he could ever acquire one. But he wasn’t blind to the fact that merely having such powerful artifacts could theoretically make him a target. 

The mana vault would definitely help him grow stronger much faster, though. Plus, he’d have a third Path. Even if he didn’t know what it was yet, there was no such thing as a Path that didn’t confer some sort of power. He would definitely be more formidable if he got a third Path that worked with his current two—and the goddess had assured him it would. 

It had almost destroyed him, but Max’s gaze on the goddess with this third eye had helped him know a few simple truths. He knew that although gods could lie, it cost them to do so. It cost them exponentially more based on the power gap between them and whoever they were lying to. For a god to lie to another god came with a cost, but for the Morrigan to lie to Max, especially about a matter like this, it could weaken her entire existence. 

Max said, “Lady goddess, this is a lot you’re giving me, and you do not even reside in my universe. So this means that you would definitely get a lot out of this or there’s something about being your Champion I don’t know. Is there anything else that I should know about?”

The Morrigan nodded. “Yes, I have factored potential risk into my offer for your boons. If there are any Champions serving rival gods in your universe, which is possible, they would likely want to kill you. Doing so would allow them to become more powerful if they ever return to my universe.”

“Using the achievements store you mentioned before?”

“Precisely.”

“Oh goody,” said Max, “so I’d get another target on my back.”

“Indeed,” said the goddess. 

Max looked up, thinking. He weighed the odds of ever finding a Path-conferring skill book on his own that would work with his other Paths. Even though he’d been willing to take a risk on it before, it was true he had truly wondered how realistic it was to find a compatible Path with so little information. 

He slowly said, “I will accept your offer on one condition.”

“And what is that?” 

“From here, after we are done talking, I want to go back to my world to see it for myself and to check on the people I care about. To be clear, I want to visit Earth before I return to the Quartet.”

The Morrigan snorted. “How curious. I am amused. My most recent Champion, Jake, a truly exceptional and unpredictable warrior, asked for something similar recently. So a complicated space-time transfer like this is a use of my power that I have recently explored. There is no way for you to understand how much it will cost me and how difficult it will be, but if you agree to our covenant, I will do this thing for you. You have my word.”

Max held up a finger. “And I want to arrive less than a month local time after when I left my world.”

The Morrigan’s expression fell. “I see.” She looked up in the air like she was thinking about something. “I think I can arrange your return between five and fifteen days. This is the closest the variance can get. Anything more specific than that would be next to impossible. After all, I will be directly adjusting your timeline and affecting your universe, one that I technically have no jurisdiction over.”

Max hadn’t thought about it like that, but he didn’t allow himself to feel pity for the goddess. After all, she wouldn’t have come to him in the first place and offered this deal if she was getting nothing out of it. “How long will I be able to stay once I return?”

“One to three days,” said the goddess. “You will be informed by your system about your time limit. When you return, you will appear outside the structure you entered to come here. I believe you said it was in a dungeon.” 

Max looked at the three items hanging in the air again. He thought about his parents and others he cared about, people he didn’t even know still lived.

What Morrigan was offering was more power, for sure. And if he accepted this deal, he could even buy his way out of it in the future if he wanted to. From that perspective, this was like a loan—more power and the ability to return to earth for a while. His time as a Champion would be like paying the interest.

More enemies might end up gunning for him as a Champion, but he was already being hunted. He could handle that.

“Madam, I think we have a deal.”


FIFTY-FOUR


Max stayed seated after the Morrigan left. The room she’d created hadn’t changed, and it would continue to exist for about another half an hour. She’d told him when the structure began to fall apart, Max would be transported to Earth. Apparently, it was easier to move him from this place than if he went back to his own universe first.

Lavinia appeared and wordlessly took a seat across from Max. She did not use the chair that the Morrigan had been sitting in, which Max thought was wise even if the goddess was gone now.

Then the two of them, Summoner and Summoner-turned-spirit, regarded each other for a while, the atmosphere somewhat awkward. Max wanted to inspect the gifts he’d received from the Morrigan, but his relationship with Lavinia was the more pressing matter at the moment.

The spirit broke the silence. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Max didn’t play coy about what she was talking about. “The fewer people know, the less I have to worry about who might find out. I don’t even know how it happened or what the implications are. Before now, I hadn’t told anyone.”

“But…why? Like, did you really think that I, your contracted spirit, would tell anyone? Even if it wasn’t against my nature, also against my best interest, who would believe me? Actually, who would even know what I was talking about? Only people from Albion would know the name Chasa de Milo. And also, I guess…I guess I thought we were becoming friends.”

That hurt. Max let the words hang in the air, allowing the sting to linger. He thought about how to respond. “Do you know how I died?” he asked.

“You were killed in battle, protecting the city of Learnst. When you and the Chosen Cohort were fighting against the Many-Jointed horde, you sacrificed yourself to save the others who—” She saw Max’s expression. “That was not how you really died, huh?”

“No. So now I know they used the Many-Jointed as their cover story? I figured it would be something like that, one of the reasons I haven’t been in a huge hurry to look into it.”

Lavinia quietly asked, “How did it really happen?”

“The Many-Jointed were involved, but they didn’t kill me. Alexi and his other traitors did. In fact, we’d already broken the Many-Jointed empire a week earlier. We were just mopping up. That last battle wasn’t even all that close to Learnst. We’d just used Learnst as our staging area.

“Alexi and his followers cut down those that were still loyal to me. They’d been planning a long time. Before I died, I saw them killing everyone. They ambushed us, ambushed me, hit me with multiple formations, rune barriers, and suppression fields at once. What really did me in was how they even surprised me with a fiend from a pit of some hell, a creature that sucked all the mana from the world around it. I was stuck in a formation with that thing. Either one of these tactics by itself I could have fought through, but not everything together. Alexi delivered the killing blow. I can still see his face sometimes, in my nightmares.”

“Alexi ta Pluestant? Alexi the Just?”

Max laughed hollowly. “Is that how he’s remembered? He wanted to be the Hero so badly, he resented me for it. He was always offended that I was not very nice all the time, but people liked me. Meanwhile, he always tried to technically do the right thing, tried to be pleasant, ‘nice,’ but nobody liked him.

“Whenever I told him I didn’t care about the Hero title, was just trying to master Blade Sorcery, I meant it. But I thought we were friends, thought we could be honest with each other. I told him that cruel as it was, Albion would likely never see him as the Hero. It’s ironic that it sounds like I was right. I bet even after I was gone, he was still too unlikable, too cold. I made mistakes, but I always believed that what I was doing was right. Alexi was more concerned with the letter of the law, not the spirit. Except, of course, for when he orchestrated my murder.”

“I didn’t know,” said Lavinia.

“History is written by the victors. It’s another reason I didn’t ask you about any of this when I found out you were from Albion. Knowing what specific lie has been told since my death wasn’t going to help me now and definitely wouldn’t make me feel any better. Did you know that I left behind a child? He was nine years old at the time.” Max hadn’t wanted to talk about it, but now that they were having this conversation, he was compelled to mention it.

“Yes. Legend has it that you married Jennice ta Pluestant, Alexi the Just’s sister.”

“Correct. He was my brother-in-law. But he was against me marrying Jennice. His family had deep roots, noble for generations. And I was born in the gutter. Even after I was one of the most powerful and famous names in the world, Alexi didn’t believe in mixed-blood children. To be honest, I think he could tolerate it all until Plisto was born. After that, he started acting differently.”

Lavinia didn’t say anything for a while. Finally, she said, “The stories all say your son died when your estate was being attacked by vestiges of the Many-Jointed empire, operatives out for revenge. The snuck into Haralhai and attacked before the guards could react. Your lady, Jennice, died protecting your son.”

Max laughed without humor. He thought he was ready to hear this, but he wasn’t. Hundreds of years had passed, but the rage and pain felt fresh. He coughed and hissed, “The Many-Legged, aliens with military zero strategy—with the aid of their queen—snuck into one of the most heavily guarded cities in the Empire, queenless, and managed to overcome the security of my estate before guards could react. Seems legit.”

“Seems legit,” Lavinia repeated, voice dull.

“I suspected but…” Max’s voice trailed off. “Jennice was strong and even more paranoid than me. I bet Alexi wanted our son dead, probably played tricks, but Jennice wasn’t having it. And if the boy had lived, my line would have continued and been strong. I had too much public support for too long, and with a mother like Jennice, my son would have been impossible to control. In the end, there were probably assassins, and Jennice fought. I hope she killed them all.” His eyes flashed and a fresh wave of hate ran through him, like a physical sensation.

He was reminded of his pre-teens, when he’d remembered his past life, and had needed to struggle with child hormones in the face of adult grieving and hatred. It had not been pleasant. Resisting the urge to kill his more annoying classmates at school had not been trivial. Maybe if he hadn’t needed years to get his head back on straight, process a lifetime of grief at the same time as dealing with a broken home, with the pressure he put on himself to succeed, and an ocean of depression just waiting for any chink in his armor…

When he’d been twelve, Max had made the decision to live life like a normal, if somewhat gifted, student. At the time, he hadn’t had the ability to do more than keep pretending to be a well-adjusted kid, putting on a happy face for his family. Becoming an exceptional child, starting his own businesses, figuring out how to beat the odds would have required pulling away from his family and maybe even losing who he was. He hadn’t been willing to do that.

Better to be poor than to lose his soul. Of course, he’d just sold his soul to a goddess. He began to laugh. Lavinia nervously laughed with him.

Max said, “Look, Lavinia, I am going to apologize. Not for omitting things at first—we didn’t know each other well, and I didn’t know all the rules of Summoners and spirits. I still don’t. But I should have corrected that later on. Just please give me some grace here. I still don’t know why any of this happened to me, I don’t know who might be out to get me, and I wasn’t exactly the most trusting person in the first place in my former life.”

“I am bonded with a living legend.” Lavinia sighed. She shook her head. “If you wanted to stay hidden, why did you use real Albion terms for your martial arts on Earth?”

Max hung his head. “Depression, maybe? Guilt? Maybe deep down I hoped someone would recognize the name, would…I don’t know, try to assassinate me? Give me answers? I don’t know. Looking back on that time, my logic felt so solid in that moment, but looking back, I just don’t know.

“Times were rough. I let things slip too far. At one point in the past I decided to be a normal person, but I let myself be too normal. So before I started teaching martial arts, before I started thinking about how I could make some extra money, I was staring at some bills on a table in my apartment, and I felt…guilt. It was a moment of clarity.

“I realized that if I’d been a little tougher, if it hadn’t taken me so long to stop thinking about my wife and son every other minute, wanting to grab a sword and just kill…something…anything… That’s one of the real reasons I never used to fight on Earth, make money from boxing or whatever. I was afraid I’d end up killing someone if I fought too often. Shit, look at how easily it came back in the Quartet. At least those people deserved it, and they came back to life. Well, maybe not the people I killed in the bathroom, but hey, they called me the Hero, not the saint.” He chuckled without humor.

“Anyway, if I hadn’t been so swept up in my past as a teen, maybe I could have been a hero in the present, a hero for my family. Then we wouldn’t have had to be so poor. But I just kept doing the easy thing, trying to avoid feeling. I just kept getting good grades. That took no real effort, I took no risks, and I didn’t have to talk to people. I failed my family. In some ways, I failed myself. I only really started making real friends after starting teaching martial arts.

“And you know the worst part? To this day, my family all thinks I was a good son and helped keep the family together.” A tear rolled down Max’s cheek. “How do I tell my mom that she never has to worry about losing me? How do I explain to her…that I know what it’s like to lose a child, and I know she’s done the best she could for me, and I would never do that to her anyway? How do I tell my father that I don’t blame him for not being strong enough to keep his marriage together? That I was so weak, so lost in grief I didn’t even use hundreds of years of knowledge and maturity to make things better for my family?

“They called me the Hero of Albion, but even then I was just a selfish Blade Sorcerer trying to be the best. It’s why even though I knew Alexi’s attitude, I was callous and naive. I never followed up. Never watched my back. I was confident, too confident. And I just…didn’t even consider…just… My failure cost me more than just my own life. As soon as I remembered my past life, I knew my mistakes had cost me everything. To this day I think I still fall into that old avoidance hole.”

Max took a deep breath. 

“I was finally starting to get my shit together on Earth before the monsters attacked. Money was coming in. I was finally going to get some real footing, maybe enough to start my own thing, become rich, help those close to me. But then the world literally ended. And the next thing I knew, I was in the fucking Quartet. That seemed fun at first, maybe I could finally have a more normal school time. Maybe I could get away from the guilt for a minute. But no. The Quartet is just like the rest of the fucking universe. Just short-sighted assholes ignoring the big picture because they want more, more, more.”

Lavinia rocked back before sitting upright again. “That is…a lot.”

“Yeah. Sorry, but I figure if you’re wanting my secrets in exchange for yours, well, be careful what you wish for. And I do owe you. Like you’ve said, we’re in this together now.”

“Well…thank you. And I think I understand. Let’s consider it all water under the bridge and start over. We don’t need to hash it all out right now. We don’t have time, anyway. But I just have one more question.”

“Shoot.”

“Is it true that you were ten star mana body Blade Sorcerer?”

“No. I reached eight star.” He gave a wry smile. “But my foundation was extremely solid. There’s a reason they had to go to such lengths to get rid of me. And I still killed a few.”

“Wow. And now you’re going to have a third Path.”

“Supposedly. Are we good now? Can I look at this stuff? We only have a few minutes left.”

“Go ahead. I’m glad… Thank you for telling me everything. There is a lot that I understand much better now.” Slick hugged Max’s ankle after she got done speaking, the little spirit showing its support.

“Thank you both,” said Max. He swallowed, centered himself, and took out the first gift he’d gotten from the Morrigan.

The system actually displayed information when he picked up and examined the first artifact.

[Hidden Twilight Eye]

Who created this artifact is lost to time, as well as why. All that is sure is that it has a strong strengthening effect on all sight-based powers and abilities, allowing deeper meaning to be gleaned with added protection from backlash. Its built-in ability to remain overlooked can be bolstered.

Extra effect 1: Hidden

Extra effect 2: Hidden

Extra effect 3: Hidden

“Well, the necklace is basically exactly what the Morrigan said, but it looked like there are three extra hidden abilities. It wasn’t made specifically for Summoners, which makes sense, I guess. After all, Morrigan is not even from our reality. But how did you know anything about this, Lavinia?”

“Legend,” said the ghost girl. “Remember what the goddess said? Her existence has pressure or depth to it. I suspect items of power this strong do, too, because I’ve read about something very, very similar in myths and stories.”

Max nodded slowly and slipped the necklace over his head. As soon as it was in place, he knew without doubt that it would become even harder for others to spot.

“Okay, next is this thing.” Max held up the Mana Vault.

[Mana Vault of WD Arand]

Simple in its concept, complex in its execution, this mana vault is capable of holding many times more mana than even the strongest similar artifacts to be discovered. In any environment with mana, it will passively absorb ambient mana using a complex series of layered spatial techniques, not drawing only from its surroundings.

Once charged, the mana vault can be triggered to release its stored mana. Release can be adjusted for flow.

Capable of functioning while magically hidden or even in most storage arrays. Once its owner is chosen, it will find its way back to its owner as long as they are alive.

Current owner: Max Cunninghame, Champion of the Morrigan

Extra effect 1: Hidden

Extra effect 2: Hidden

Extra effect 3: Hidden

“This one has three hidden effects, too.” Max frowned.

“The stories do say that the gods love series of three,” offered Lavinia. 

Max slipped the mysterious ball into his pocket and held out a hand, palm forward. The Path spark zoomed to him from where the goddess had left it hanging in the air.

The moment it touched his palm, Max began absorbing it using his Summoner ability. It didn’t take long to integrate with his spirit, and despite some slight discomfort at first, the new seed easily, almost eagerly, took its place.

Max looked inward and made a face. “What the hell?”

“What is it?” asked Lavinia.

Max read aloud what he was reading. Unlike his Blade Sorcerer Path or when he’d become a Summoner, the system had given him a synopsis of his new Path.

[Bead Sorcerer Path]

One of the more unique magic systems of all known Paths, Bead Sorcerers used combinations of mana-infused beads as components of their incredibly flexible magic system.

“What the hell is a Bead Sorcerer?” asked Max.

“No idea. First I’ve heard of it. Good thing you have an entire set of memories about it.”

“Yeah, but I can’t access everything at once,” said Max, looking into his spirit. “It’s layered, and right now I can only access the first layer.” He hummed as he began trying to understand what he could see and feel. “This is definitely going to be a process.”

“No such thing as easy power, at least not for the good stuff.”

“Yeah,” said Max, distracted. He was excited that he was officially a three-Path Challenger now, but he still wasn’t sure how he felt about his new powers. As he was thinking about it, the walls of the room began to fuzz.

“It looks like we’re about to leave,” said Lavinia.

“Yeah, I see it. You and Slick should ride piggyback just in case.”

Both spirits nodded and disappeared as they joined with Max’s soul. Then the space truly began to melt.

Max felt a gentle transition, one that seemed to last a while. He saw nothing but endless darkness, and at first he found its power and complexity interesting. It grew in weight the longer he studied it, though. He eventually closed his eyes. Whether something was out in the endless nothing, or it was truly empty, he’d decided he didn’t really need to know.


FIFTY-FIVE


Max woke up on grainy asphalt. He sat up to find himself in an alley. The air felt heavy, charged with anticipation. For a moment, Max didn’t want to move. It would have felt great to just take a nap. A whiff of a nearby dumpster helped break the weight of the moment. Sleeping on a street when there are monsters running around would mean I’d deserve to die, too. He warily got to his feet. 

It was nighttime. He’d half expected to see a ravaged city with no lights, but there was still at least some electricity. Fewer lights shone than before, but the area still had some illumination.

A blue screen popped up before his vision. How the system was clued into what was currently going on, he had no idea.

You have arrived on Earth!

Congratulations on playing with the laws of spacetime with a powerful new sponsor!

Local Time: 11:00 PM

Date: August 29

You have returned within two hundred meters of a person you were in regular contact with prior to accepting to receive a Path and train at a Quartet of your own free will.

Max stared. He thought, I can’t tell if some of this is sarcasm or not. It was definitely strange that the system was specifically telling him how he was near to someone he knew. Maybe the Morrigan had something to do with it. After all, it wouldn’t have matched the spirit of his request if he’d just woken up in Japan or Korea. Still, how the system even knew who his friends were was something he could think about later.

There was a countdown at the bottom of the screen. It looked like he had just about a day and a half before he’d be returned to the Cradle of Giants dungeon.

Do you know where we are? asked Lavinia. Max began to nod his head but then held up a hand for silence when he heard a shriek in the distance. He shook his head when it didn’t come again.

“By my apartment,” he whispered. “Between a pizza restaurant and a laundromat.”

Then, with a hop and a little bit of assistance from Slick, Max bounded straight up far enough to reach the rooftop of the pizza place. He did a quick scan of the city. There was a group of people massing down the street, and with his one-star mana body vision, Max spotted a familiar face. 

He stayed in place for a few minutes to observe the situation, scoping out the area that he could see. Smoke was rising from a few places in the city, backlit by fire and visible in the night sky against a backdrop of stars.

Damage from fighting was pretty much everywhere. Evidence of skirmishes had left broken windows, smashed mailboxes, and overturned cars. However, Max didn’t see any big flying monsters like back when the attack first began. He couldn’t see any portals, either. With what he knew about monster attacks after his studies in the Quartet, he knew the portal situation was subject to change at any time.

A few military vehicles were visible, but Max didn’t see any soldiers anywhere. There were a few civilian cars on the road, driving slowly, cautiously, but not many. Several rooftops had people with rifles or shotguns on them, keeping watch. Most of them hunkered beneath cover or with their backs to a wall, preventing a monster from swooping in out of the dark to carry them off.

His town looked like a warzone.

Max’s attention wandered back to the group congregating on the street. Blake was definitely down there. The rest of the group, about two dozen of them, were a motley crew of mostly men in pickup trucks and on motorcycles. They were all armed. About half had guns, a few had archery equipment, but all of them carried some sort of melee weapon.

Acting on a suspicion, Max opened his third eye, careful to only focus on Blake. As soon as he did, he saw a curious aura around the man and text similar to a system screen was visible.

Blake Carter

Challenger

Mana Swordsman Path

He grinned and closed his third eye. This discovery had confirmed a suspicion he’d had after his research in the Quartet. Then he glanced down, checking his tablet in its bracelet form. The time matched what he’d seen in his system screen when he’d arrived.

All of his gear and clothing for the Quartet was still on his body. He didn’t have his phone or any of the other things he’d had on him when he’d left Earth. That meant he was still somehow in his magic-created Quartet body. This posed some interesting questions. He took a chance and said out loud, “System, I am not in my original body. If I die here, what happens?”

Surprisingly, a system window popped up answering Max’s question.

Irregular situation. Allowances made after interference from divine energy.

If you die in a Quartet body while outside the Quartet, the system will lose control of the Challenger’s soul. After death, the Challenger’s original body will be discarded into the closest void world.

Max blinked, rereading the window. Then he dismissed it. I guess that answers that question.

He shrugged. “Okay, no dying, then,” he muttered. Then he easily jumped down from the rooftop and jogged over to the group of people massing on the street. They stayed to one side, letting the occasional car pass on the other side of the road, but the majority of the group was in a small parking lot. Some of the waiting people turned in startlement as Max headed over, weapons coming up. He held up his hands and shouted, “Whoa, whoa, whoa, calm down! Human here!” 

“Max, is that you!?” Almost immediately after that, his friend Blake ran out to meet him, also holding his hands up to calm down the others. “Not a monster, guys! Not a raider!” he shouted. Then he turned to Max, grinned, and the two of them hugged. “It’s been a week and a half since the attack, man. I was beginning to think you might be dead.”

“Still here.”

Blake’s expression was strained. His features, normally open and honest, were scrunched up from stress and lack of sleep. The freckles across his nose were almost lost in shadow. “Well, I’m glad. Some folks…some folks, well, you know. But what can you do?”

A few people ambled over, curious. One of them, a young woman holding a crossbow, pointed with her free hand at Max’s non-local clothing. She cocked her head and asked, “Are you a returner?” 

“What’s that?” asked Max. 

Blake answered for her. “Returners are what everyone is calling the people that come back. The ones from the Quartet schools.” Something seemed to suddenly occur to him because he widened his eyes and asked, “Have you been at a Quartet, Max?” 

“Well, yeah, sorta,” said Max. 

“Good enough for us!” Max’s friend smiled, a bit more life returning to his face after the first happiness he’d shown when they’d seen each other. “There haven’t been many Returners yet, but they’re probably the reason why the city still stands.” His friend smiled again, but there was no warmth in it this time. “Of course, they’re some of the biggest assholes, too.”

“What happened after all the monsters appeared?” asked Max. 

“I think you mean A-Day or M-Day, whatever people want to call it,” said Blake. He snorted and shook his head. “Well, it didn’t take long for everyone to figure out this was worldwide. Our city wasn’t important enough for much of a military presence. Most of the vehicles you see around are from soldiers who came here on their own. Maybe deserters? What’s the term? AWOL? They didn’t last too long, not without numbers.” He sighed. “The military everywhere else, all over the world is spread so thin that they’ve mostly concentrated on the bigger gates, or portals, now. 

“Everybody’s been kind of on their own. We would have been fucked if not for the Returners. And also especially for people developing powers, like you, Blake,” said the young woman with the crossbow. 

“Yeah, like me,” Blake amended, “it would be even worse than it already is.” He turned to Max. “So it turned out I have powers. Or something.”

“Yeah, I had a feeling,” said Max. He clapped his friend on the shoulder. 

Blake coughed and seemed embarrassed. “I think it has something to do with what you were— Actually, let’s talk about it later.”

“Sure thing.” Max glanced around and noticed lights as well as people on their cell phones. “It looks like some of the infrastructure is still up,” he said. 

“Yeah, the government has been working overtime making sure that we at least have communication. We can’t always get through with calls but texting usually works. The internet is still up, too.” 

“Good to hear. So what is everybody doing out here?” asked Max. “Who are your friends?” He glanced around the area again. Where they were and where Max used to live wasn’t very far from the college. He could look that direction and see more lights than the rest of the area. Maybe the college was being used as a disaster relief center. He’d find out later. 

“We’re getting ready to head to a battle. Some kobolds are trying to take over a large apartment complex. People are barricaded in their apartments and have been sending SOS messages for the last hour. Somehow, someone has enough signal to be live streaming from their room. Everyone here is part of the militia that formed a few days ago. We’re getting ready to head out.” He glanced sideways at Max. “You’re really a Returner, right? Are you coming?”

“Well, let me ask you a question first.”

“Shoot.”

“I lost my phone. Can I use yours to log onto my email and send out some messages? I need to do it ASAP.”

“Sure thing! In fact, you can do what you want on the way.”

“Well then,” said Max. He mentally nudged Lavinia, and suddenly glowing, ectoplasmic armor formed all over his body. A few people in the militia group audibly gasped. A middle-aged man stumbled and almost fell. “I guess I’ll come along, then.”
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Past Life Hero continues in Book Two!


THANK YOU FOR READING PAST LIFE HERO


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Past Life Hero to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Past Life Hero - Book One
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?
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Some men are born heroes. Others have heroism thrust upon them… Sorry... Really? Thrust? Anyway, Danny Kendrick was a down-on-his luck performer who always struggled to find his place. He certainly never wanted to be a hero. He just hoped to earn a living doing what he loved. That all changes when he pisses off the wrong guy and gets sucked into a fantasy realm straight out of a Renaissance Fair. Getting used to a new world is tough. It’s even tougher when you’re surrounded by axe-wielding barbarians, super hot elf assassins, strange magic, and a System AI that seems as interested in causing trouble as helping... or maybe just wasn't interested in being assigned yet another companion in the first place. Danny must adapt fast, turn on the charm, and learn to emrace his given Class if he hopes to master it and survive this dangerous new place. But he has a knack for finding trouble. Gifted what seems like an innocent ancient lute after making a questionable deal with a Hag, Danny becomes the target of mysterious factions who seek to claim its power. It's up to him, Screenie, and his new barbaric friend, Curr, to uncover the truth and become the heroes nobody knew they needed. And maybe, just maybe, Danny will finally find a place where he belongs. Perhaps, even where he'll thrive. Jump into this fantasy isekai LitRPG Adventure filled with unforgettable characters, loveable companions, unlikely heroes, slow-build power progression, and plenty of comedy. It's perfect for fans of Dungeon Crawler Carl, Scott Meyer's Off to be the Wizard, and This Trilogy is Broken! Come for the Adventure, stay for the Laughs!


Get An Unexpected Hero Now!
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Betrayed by his guild... Left for dead... He'll become stronger than they ever imagined. Ever since Arwin was summoned as a child, all he has known is war. And now, to claim the demon queen's life and end the war, he has to sacrifice himself. But, as he deals the final blow, the Hero of Mankind is betrayed. Caught in a magical explosion thought to end him, Arwin awakens a month later to find that everyone has already moved on. His [Hero] class has changed to a unique blacksmith Class called [The Living Forge] that is empowered by consuming magical items, but some of his old passive [Titles] remain, giving him the power to forge his new future exactly the way he wants to. Arwin isn't going to settle for anything less than completely surpassing the powers he wielded as the Hero. After all, you are what you eat – and Arwin’s diet just became legendary. Don't miss the next epic LitRPG Saga from Actus, bestselling author of Return of the Runebound Professor. With nearly 7-million views on Royal Road, this definitive edition is perfect for fans of Seth Ring, Jonathan Brooks, Michael Chatfield and lovers of all things Progression Fantasy and Crafting. About the Series: Features a healthy mix of crafting and combat, a strong-to-stronger MC, power progression, a detailed magic system, item enchantment, smithing, unforgettable characters, and much more!



Get Rise of the Living Forge Now!
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The Apocalypse is here. Monsters roam the Earth. To survive, he must master the System. Giant fireblasts tear across the earth as the Gates of Hell are ripped open. In an instant, billions are killed. Human technology becomes utterly worthless in the face of the end of the world. Fortunately for Jaco, he barely survives the opening act of the Apocalypse. Unfortunately for him, he has to live through what comes next. Those who died in the initial blast are reincarnated as undead monsters. Massive fiery pits swallow up the center of every major city across the world. Demonic creatures make all realms of Earth their home. But all hope is not lost. The Angels left a parting gift before their defeat. A System that bestows Humanity the power to fight back. With it, Jaco shall master his Druid Class and do whatever it takes to not only survive the end of the world, but to thrive. Don't miss the start of this new Apocalyptic System LitRPG by V.A. Lewis, bestselling author of Salvos and Amelia The Level Zero Hero, writing together with D. Pidge. Featuring loads of action, a detailed system, power progression, Druid abilities, and so much more! It's perfect for fans of System Apocalypse, Apocalypse Redux, and Primal Hunter!


Get Advent of the Apocalypse Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


LITRPG


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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